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 Prologue 
 
    AT CERTAIN TIMES in your life, you have to wonder why you bother. Periods of time that shouldn’t affect you, but they always find a way into your life. I try to be a good person honest, true, friendly, compassionate, and so on but I believe bad things, really happen to good people because they are strong enough to persevere through it. 
 
    I know from experience. I used to have it all; money, a career chosen by my parents, and even love. 
 
    But then I lost it all. 
 
    Surviving the struggles of losing so much and not regretting what led me here, I now sit in my aunt’s beautiful home in Denver, Colorado, with my elbows resting on my knees while I focus on the five o’clock news. 
 
    “And now, we turn to Trust, who is currently in Boston, Massachusetts, at the home of Senator Douglas Cunningham. Trust?” 
 
    The image on the flat screen flips to a woman standing in front of the home where I grew up in. From banners to balloons red, white, and blue dominate the house with a crowd of the Boston and Washington DC upper crust standing in a crowd before the happy family. 
 
    My aunt’s groan sounds in the room from the worn-out off-green La-Z-Boy. “Why are we watching this?” Aunt Jackie’s voice has a slight hint of annoyance as papers shuffle and the chair creaks. 
 
    “Curiosity?” I turn the volume up to hear it better. 
 
    A part of me couldn’t care less about Douglas’s future in politics … to a point. I don’t want or need the media barging into my life. 
 
    Not after all this time. And that is what will happen if this goes how I think it is about to. The media and opponents running against Douglas will dig to try to find whatever dirty secrets they can. 
 
    They’ll find plenty in the old Cunningham family past. 
 
    “Why? If he wins this, are you going to vote for him?” She doesn’t hide the animosity in her voice. She doesn’t have to with me. I may be bitter toward the people who brought me into this world, but I’ve learned to let it go and move on while Aunt Jackie still struggles with that. 
 
    “Not a chance.” I make sure our gaze connects, so she knows I’m telling the truth. I shouldn’t have to, but I feel compelled to reinforce my front. I turn back to the television and focus on the reporter who is talking nonsense. 
 
    “Thank you, Will. I’m coming to you live with breaking news. Senator Douglas Cunningham of Massachusetts has announced his bid for the Republican nomination for the presidency of the United States.”  
 
    The eruption of cheers from the crowd drowns out the reporter. The image cuts to a picture-perfect view of the Senator and his endearing family. Well, minus a member or two. 
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
    Mother dearest, Father, and dear sweet baby sister, Zoey, all stand strong together as the crowd of hundreds cheer for him. The rest of the family is off to the side, still there and still showing their support. 
 
    Dear old Dad wants to be the next president. 
 
    That’s just what our country needs. 
 
    “I bet I know who he’ll want as his running mate.” I glance over at my aunt, who is nose deep back into her paperwork. 
 
    Too busy to notice her older brother on the news. 
 
    This makes me laugh. Dealing with divorce arguments, or whatever you call them, is more fun for my attorney aunt. She hasn’t spoken to him in years and couldn’t care less about what he is up to now. 
 
    The crowd’s volume has lowered enough for the reporter to speak again. “Senator Cunningham has expressed his desire to have Representative Timothy McGarth the Second, also of Massachusetts and longtime friend to the senator, be his running mate.” 
 
    The camera zooms on the makeshift stage again, and this time, the McGarth family is up there as well. And not much to my surprise, Timothy the Third has a loving arm around my sister. 
 
    “Knew it,” I whisper on a groan to myself as I flop back in my seat. Well, as much as my uniform of tight golden satin hot pants and the barely there black lace-up belly shirt will allow me. 
 
    “Kiddo.” I direct my line of vision to my aunt as she pulls off her glasses and glares at the television. “You know what this means, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” I pop the p before I sit back up and shut the news off. “Time to make sure we can lay low when we see news trucks circle.” Shaking my head, I whip myself in the face with my long, high ponytail. “Should be fun.” I roll my eyes. “We can’t let them find out about the ‘dirty secrets.’” I air quote, making Aunt Jackie laugh. 
 
    But that’s what we are the dirty secrets of a powerful, old-money political family. Both shunned from the family because of who we chose to love. 
 
    Checking the time, I find that I only have a few minutes to finish getting ready before Beth, my best friend and co-worker, comes to pick me up. 
 
    “Katherine.” I cringe as I freeze in my steps. I hate my given name. I prefer K.C. to Katherine Carrie. 
 
    My heavily made-up eyes look over my shoulder at her. “Yes?” 
 
    “Have you given Beth an answer yet?” 
 
    I want to disappear. Beth Martin has been my best friend since I moved here four years ago. I haven’t told her anything about my past what led me here, who my family really is, and other questions she has had. 
 
    I do plan to tell her someday, but I’m not ready yet. 
 
    She helped me so much after we became friends. She helped me to enroll in school here and land a job as a waitress and server at The General’s Golden Club. 
 
    As much as I loathe my job, it pays my bills and aids in getting me through school. Same goes for Beth. We both have dreams of other careers. Mine is in education, and Beth’s is in sports medicine with a focus on MMA or any other fight leagues out there. 
 
    For the past few weeks, Beth has been begging me to go to a fight night with her. All courtesy of her newest sugar daddy, Bob. 
 
    Boxing fight night, that is. 
 
    I promised myself long ago that I would never step foot near a fight again. I don’t follow the fighters, a certain fighter, and I don’t know the current rankings or who the current champion is. That was part of my old life, something I have no desire to ever go back to. 
 
    “No?” Bad K.C., bad. 
 
    “K.C., that girl deserves an answer. She is really excited about going.” Aunt Jackie sighs. “I don’t think she would be mad at you if you would finally open up to her either.” She stands up, cradling her paperwork in her arms. “She deserves to know why you don’t want to go. I doubt he would even be there.” 
 
    Yeah, right. That was his dream, after all. To become a hot-shot fighter. She has a point though. The chance of the one person, who broke my heart being there is slim to none. “I’ll talk to her tonight.” And I mean it. I need to give her an answer. 
 
    A grin spreads across Aunt Jackie’s face just as a horn sounds from the driveway. “Or on the way to work?” She kisses my cheek and wanders off to her home office. I grab my gym bag with a change of clothes in it and head out the door. Hearing the loud music of “Heart Attack” by Demi Lovato emanating from Beth’s car, I hurry as she wails on the horn again. 
 
    Steeling myself, I throw my bag into the backseat. 
 
    “Hey, K.C.” Beth’s gum snaps, and she beams at me with her oversized sunglasses covering her eyes. 
 
    “Hey.” I breathe, barely audible over the music. 
 
    I can do this. How bad could it possibly be? 
 
    “So … that ticket still available?” 
 
    She slams on the brakes, jolting me forward. I quickly catch myself before my head slams into the dashboard. 
 
    “You’re serious!” 
 
    “As a heart attack,” I chide, easing her and hoping she will start driving again. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “HEY THERE, SWEET THING?” Closing my eyes, I slowly open them before turning back to the gentleman who I am currently waiting on. “Another gin and tonic.” He slaps my back end and throws a wink at me before drunkenly laughing and turning back to the others at his table. 
 
    Gentleman, my butt. 
 
    “Right away, sir.” I force a smile and head over to my bartender for the night, Sammy. “Another gin and tonic, please.” I slump against the counter, ready for the night to be over. That’s when my vacation starts; if you want to call three days off a vacation. 
 
    This job is horrible. I feel degraded and dirty every night when I leave. Management only hires women, meaning no beefy bartenders watching over the girls who either dance here or serve. Our only line of defense is the two bouncers out front, but we never see them.  
 
    “No word yet from the schools you’ve applied to?” 
 
    In the month since I graduated from college, I have put in applications and resumes all over Denver at pretty much every elementary school there is. 
 
    “No.” I pull my blond hair over my shoulder to try to cool off. “I don’t get it. There has to be a teacher or two retiring this year or at least some openings coming up somewhere.” I look back over at the grabby guy. 
 
    I really hate this job. 
 
    “Beth says she hasn’t had much luck either.” Sammy starts to mix the drink. Beth has had just as much difficulty, if not more, as I have. She has applied with every major league sport in Denver and even some based elsewhere. 
 
    “It will happen for us. I just feel bad for the girls who will be stuck here forever.” Like you. I don’t add that part. Sammy has been bartending here for six years already. She doesn’t complain like the floor girls do, though. 
 
    “It’s a living.” She shrugs and hands me the drink. “Here you go.” And then nods at the man who is getting this drink. “He has some major predator eyes on you, K.C. Want me to call Jon?” 
 
    I freeze when I hear that word. I don’t like it, haven’t in a long time, but no one knows that. “Thanks, Sam.” I take a deep breath and head back into the pit. “I’ll keep an eye on him. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Let me know if you change your mind. Remember, five-drink limit.” I nod over my shoulder and return to my work. 
 
    Two hours later, I’m finally in the dressing room to change into my sweats with some of the other girls when Beth walks in. Well, she skips in and grabs me in a bone-crushing hug. 
 
    “I’m so super glad you’re coming with me tomorrow, K.C.!” She giggles and heads to her own locker. 
 
    He won’t be there. 
 
    I continue to repeat that in the back of my mind. It’s the only way I’ll be able to go through with it and not fake an illness. 
 
    “I’m glad I can make you happy,” I mutter as I put my uniform into my bag and redo my hair in a messy bun before removing my makeup. 
 
    “I’ll come to your house around four thirty to help you get ready.” She starts changing into something else. “Oh!” She stops in the middle of putting her bra on. I’ve gotten used to seeing naked women walking around here. I used to be shy about it, but now, it is just something ‘normal.’ “Wear that black and white number you bought and then shoved into the back of your closet.” 
 
    “Ummm …” 
 
    “You’ve got some amazing curves that will make guys go crazy in it.” 
 
    “Fine.” I bought that dress on impulse when I shouldn’t have. Everything about it reminds me of him. That’s why I hid it in the back. Knowing how persuasive Beth will be to get me into that thing, I don’t bother to argue. Every time I go out with her, she brings it up, but I never wear it. That is about to change, though. 
 
    “And I’ll make sure your sunny blond hair looks amazing, and your blue eyes pop. Guys like that.” She continues to ramble, not even noticing that I’m not really listening to her. I’m too worried about whether I’ll see him. 
 
    What if I see him? 
 
    Will I look different to him? I know I have changed, and I’m sure he has grown and become stronger. 
 
    What if he has his girlfriend or maybe even his wife there with him? I shouldn’t worry about those things. He’s the one who left me, not the other way around. He made me feel loved and wanted in a way I had never felt before, and then he went and broke my heart with her. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    If I do see the jerk, I will just deal with it. I’m a stronger woman than I was before … I have to be. 
 
    “Helloooo … earth to K.C.” Beth snaps her fingers in my face. 
 
    “Sorry, what?” I shake my head, straightening out my thoughts. 
 
    Beth’s gray eyes narrow at me. “Were you even listening?” I shrug, unapologetic. “Of course, not. Geez, K.C. We need to get you a man, and this fight will be just the place to do the trick.” 
 
    “No!” I feel my eyes bug out of my head. “No fighter. Never again!” 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    I said too much. I cover my mouth, finding Beth’s gaze inquisitive and filled with intrigue. 
 
    “What do you mean never again?” Her eyes light up with the tidbit of my past I just spilled. 
 
    “Umm … yeah.” Great, I’m not in the mood for this. I just had to deal with grabby old men all night and just want to shower and go to bed. “Can we not talk about this now?” 
 
    Beth’s eyes dull with disappointment. “Another story from the past you aren’t ready to talk about yet?” 
 
    “Yes.” I sling my bag over my shoulder and wait for her to finish. “Someday … soon. I promise I will tell you everything.” I owe it to her. She’s been there for me. She’s had my back when many people have turned away from me. 
 
    “I’m holding you to that.” She points a finger at me and levels me with a glare. 
 
    We head out. All the while, I have a feeling that my story is coming sooner rather than later. Beth talks about Bob getting us the tickets. He is one of the main sponsors for this leg of the fighting tour and also happens to be the announcer for all the fights when they are held here. Everything goes in one ear and out the other until she pulls into my aunt’s driveway. 
 
    “The main card is The Predator versus The Slayer.” I stumble out of the car and nearly fall before I manage to catch myself. 
 
    NO! 
 
    “Shit, K.C., are you okay?” Beth quickly unbuckles and crawls over the center console to check on me. 
 
    I stand up, pull my sweatshirt back to its rightful place, and nod. There is no way I can back out on her now. 
 
    I grab my bag out of the backseat and decide to confirm my fears. “The Predator, as in Chamberlain Lawrence?” 
 
    Her eyes light up again. “You know him?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I mutter. Shaking my head, I back away to close the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I leave Beth with a smile on her face, singing about how she is going to hook me up with him tomorrow night. 
 
    There is no way in hell that will ever happen. Not again. 
 
    Once I’m in the house, I lock up and set the alarm before trudging up the stairs to my bedroom to drop my bag and head to the bathroom to shower. I fall into bed after doing all of my nightly rituals and cuddle up in the mountain of pillows I have to one side of me. But it’s difficult falling asleep when my nerves start to surface. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I WILL GIVE IT to Beth. I look amazing. She spent nearly two hours working on my hair and makeup before we left to go to dinner. She made me look amazing. The dress hugs every curve I now have on my body. My hair is pinned back on the sides and left floating down the center of my back. I’ve let it grow quite a bit since I moved here. My eyes are vibrant ice blue orbs encased in silver eyeshadow and black liner. Never in my life have I ever looked this sexy. 
 
    Growing up with dance, I didn’t have many curves. Not that my mother would have ever allowed them to form on my body. She wanted my sister, her, and me to resemble sticks; flat, boring sticks. 
 
    Now that I eat whatever I want, as long as it is still healthy, and only dance for fun, my body has added some curves that I’m more than comfortable with. The only part of me that hasn’t change much is my chest. That was always big. Something I got from one of my grandmothers. I used to have to wrap them and bind them when I would dance or whenever my mother dictated that I was to do so. She used to manage everything about my appearance. 
 
    Between my eyes and my chest, I’m sure to get some male attention tonight. Beth’s words, not mine. Attention is something I don’t really want. I’ve turned down every man who has asked me out since moving here, and some of them have even been rather attractive. 
 
    This dress is bringing out the confidence that I currently lack to get through tonight. Like a pair of power panties, it helps me to go with Beth. It doesn’t do a thing for my nerves, though. I’m still wound up and ready to run, which I will struggle with, considering my heels. 
 
    After dinner, Bob’s driver brought us right to the venue and through security to the V.I.P. entrance. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll explain the fights to you.” Beth loops her arm with mine as we make our way to our seats. 
 
    Which are right up front. 
 
    By the ring. 
 
    Where he will see me. 
 
    “Beth, you don’t …” 
 
    “Oh, there’s Bobby!” Beth waves to her much older companion as I take my seat. 
 
    He’s a great guy from the few times I have met him. I just wish she would find someone decent around our age. She said she struggled with losers for too long and decided being the companion to an older man who wants it and can pay for things for her outweighed another broken heart. I try not to judge. Beth is actually a pretty simple girl. Even though Bob seems like a nice man, something about him makes me uneasy around him. 
 
    “Beth, you don’t need to worry about explaining anything.” I bring one of my feet up and rub the side that is exposed. I should be used to wearing heels since I wear them at work, but I love giving my feet a break. “I’ve been to a few before.” They were official, or sanctioned, fights, but I still know the rules. 
 
    She takes her seat next to me while I nervously pray that he won’t notice me when he comes out and gets into the ring. I’m so stupid. Of course, he will notice. I’m in his fighting colors, after all. 
 
    Bob finishes talking to someone in the ring and walks over at us. He kisses Beth on the cheek and nods to me. “Did you girls enjoy dinner? I’m sorry I couldn’t join you. I had some things to take care of here.” 
 
    “It was wonderful. Thank you, Bob.” I smile and look around as the seats begin to fill up. Some people are dressed up like Beth and I are, while others are just wearing regular street clothes. When I used to come to fights with him, I would wear jeans and a t-shirt. I feel a little out of place in this dress now. 
 
    “Yeah, babe. It was great. Thank you again for all of this.” 
 
    “Anything for you.” He smiles warmly at Beth. Not in the fatherly way you would except to see a man of his age looking at a younger woman but as something else. I idly wonder if his feelings for Beth are completely different from the ones she has for him. “We’ll go to the after party together. I have it planned for up in the penthouse.” He looks back at me. “I have my driver on stand-by for whenever you’re ready to leave, K.C. I know you have obligations at home you may need to get to.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bob.” Maybe he isn’t so bad, after all. Though everything should be just fine at home tonight, I may need a quick escape. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He stands, clapping his hands together. “All right, ladies. Enjoy! I need to get back to work.” 
 
    We wave him off just as the noise picks up and the lights start to dim. “And you aren’t sleeping with him?” The way Bob eyes Beth, you would think something more is going on between them. 
 
    “No.” Beth scuffs. “I’m his companion and nothing more. Bobby just wants someone to spend time and money with. God knows he has enough of both.” 
 
    Note to self: don’t ask about their relationship again. 
 
    “All righty.” I fold my hands in my lap and let the sweat build as we watch the first few fights. I find myself moving with whichever fighter I feel should win. It takes me back to another time when a much larger body would stand behind me and teach me the right way to throw my fists into a heavy bag. His distinct mixture of sweat and pure male is still stored in my memory. I’m not sure whether to smile or cry; these surfacing feelings are unwanted now. 
 
    I find that I didn’t lose my edge at picking out the strengths and weaknesses of the opponents and easily figuring out who will be deemed the winner. The closer the main card gets, the more nervous I become. 
 
    After the second break, Bob climbs into the ring and walks to the center with his microphone. This is the moment when I am about to jump out of my skin. Trying my best to control my heart rate and breathing so I don’t pass out, I look around to see if I can find Chamberlain. I find people holding up signs, expressing their desire for The Predator to win or to marry this fan or that one, but I don’t find him anywhere. 
 
    He was never ‘The Predator’ to me, only Chamberlain. Very few people in his life referred to him by his given name. I was lucky enough to be one of them, even if it was only for a short period of time. Only a few short months. 
 
    Love fast, burn faster. 
 
    “Sexy and I Know It” by LMFAO comes through the sound system as Bob turns to one corner, the one farthest from us. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” he drawls out, his volume increasing as he talks. “I will now turn your attention to our main fight of the night!” Bob shouts into his microphone as the crowd around us grows louder. “In the red corner, weighing in at two hundred twenty-four pounds, I give you Slader ‘The Slayer’ Marshall!” He makes his name longer by drawing out the L’s. 
 
    Bob directs our attention to the fighter entrance that The Slayer used while he is making his way down to the ring. The whole time he jogs to the ring, all I can think of is that Chamberlain will be in the corner closest to us. 
 
    Wearing neon blue shorts with short dreads tipped in the same color, The Slayer jumps into the ring. He jumps around, trying his best to get the crowd going even more as he makes his way to his corner. There is a mixed response in the crowd. Boos can be heard along with the loud cheering. 
 
    He is a pretty big guy; after all, this is a heavyweight fight. And even though I haven’t seen Chamberlain in four years, I know this guy doesn’t have anything on him. The Slayer has a cocky air to him as he jumps around, shouting and winking at some of his female admirers. 
 
    With The Slayer getting pumped up in his corner, our attention turns back to Bob. “Now, ladies and gentlemen, I turn your attention to the white corner.” He extends his hand to his left side. The side closest to me. I feel every head in the place turn at once. 
 
    “Animals” by Maroon 5 replaces the last song. It increases the sweat forming in my clenched hands and on the back of my neck. 
 
    “Weighing in at two hundred thirty pounds of lean, mean fighting muscles. A six-foot-one stealthy predator who has not only won the championship but also our hearts, I give you, Chamberlain ‘The Predator’ Lawrence!” Like before with The Slayer, Bob draws out Chamberlain’s name through the L. The crowd goes into a complete frenzy, far greater than when his opponent appeared. Beth is right there along with the rest of the crowd while I double check to see which exit would be closest. 
 
    I try to remain calm as I watch a menacing figure under a black and white robe make his way to the ring. 
 
    I only see one person in his group who I actually know. Chamberlain’s best friend, slash training partner slash coach, Scott Franks, is jogging alongside him. 
 
    Some things never change. 
 
    Chamberlain takes off his robe, tossing it to one of his guys, and I find myself surprised that no women are around him in his little group. Not even her. He jumps into the ring, and my feet quake from the force in which he landed. He climbs to the top rope, just above me, to scream, amping up the crowd even more. 
 
    He is bigger than the last time I saw him like this but not by much. His face is chiseled and deadly looking as it ever was. His jaw is square and loose as he smiles to the crowd. He’s grown into quite an impressive man. His nose is a little bent, showing signs of being broken a few times. His tanned skin glistens in the lighting above us and creates deep shadows over his defined muscles. He was ripped when we were younger, but now, he’s in a whole new class. 
 
    Still utter perfection. 
 
    He does a backflip off the rope and turns to Bob and The Slayer. I gasp at the image that now faces me on his back; a tattoo that was not there the last time. 
 
    “Wow,” I whisper. Most of his shoulders and upper back are covered with Celtic knots and various other things I don’t care to dwell on at the moment. 
 
    “Hmm?” Beth leans in and looks at me. “Oh yeah, I read in an interview with him about that fine piece of work.” She nods and keeps her eyes on his back like. “He said he gets all these tattoos to remember his past and keep him down to earth. He doesn’t really have any on his chest except on his right shoulder and collarbone, but on the left side, right over his heart, there is a single tattoo of a girl’s name.” 
 
    What! 
 
    “He told the interviewer that she was the one who got away.” 
 
    Oh, my God! I can’t believe this. Why would he do that? He’s the one who ruined us! He’s the reason I left. Well, most of the reason. 
 
    There is a possibility it isn’t my name. 
 
    That’s right; I’m getting ahead of myself. But how am I going to handle seeing another woman’s name on his chest? 
 
    I shouldn’t care anymore, but part of me still feels some primal ownership over him. 
 
    It is quiet as Bob goes over the rules with the fighters, and then he starts the fight. I edge closer to my seat as I watch Chamberlain fall easily into his style. He dances around his opponent, toying with him and doing his best to wear him out before he goes in. This is how he got the nickname “The Predator.” He knows how to weaken his prey before he goes in for the kill. This holds true both in the ring and outside of it. 
 
    He will circle in for the kill or get in a few good hits before backing out again and taking up the defense. Chamberlain may be bigger than his opponent is, but it does nothing to slow him down. Through round one, he manages to dodge most of Slayer’s hits and lands some pretty good ones. Again, like the fights before, I find myself moving in sync with Chamberlain. I catch myself before I start doing the boxer shuffle with my fists up in while heels and a dress which would draw too much attention. 
 
    Stupid old habit. 
 
    When the bell rings after the second round, they go to their corners. The Slayer has his team working away on his face; trying to stop his upper eye from bleeding and wiping him down. “Cha … The Predator will go for a knockout this next round. The Slayer won’t make it.” I lean into Beth, not taking my eyes off the action. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Concern and curiosity etch her voice. 
 
    “Look at The Slayer. He already can’t see out of his left eye, and his breathing is labored from trying to land a fist on The Predator. He’s just getting into it. Like a real predator, he’s wearing The Slayer down before he finishes him.” 
 
    “Umm … K.C., you’re scaring me.” I turn and find a concerned look on Beth’s face. Clearing my throat, I sit back in my chair again and wait for the next round. 
 
    “Just watch.” I focus on the two fighters as they get back up. I forgot the rush I had from watching him move and win his fights. I have only ever felt this high with him. 
 
    Sure enough, well into round three, The Slayer is showing strong signs of weakening. I’m not sure if anyone else can see Chamberlain’s change from blocking to attack, but I can. As swiftly as any animal taking down its meal, Chamberlain goes in. Dodging a swing to his ribcage, he knocks into The Slayer’s center, taking him down, and delivers the knockout to the side of his head. 
 
    After a few short seconds, Bob announces Chamberlain the winner by knockout causing eardrum-shattering screams to break out everywhere. “Animals” comes back on, but I can barely hear it over the crowd. 
 
    With his arm raised, Chamberlain turns full frontal to me, causing everything I have ever felt to burst from my body and leave me tingling. 
 
    He isn’t the boy I once knew. He was muscular when we were younger, but now, he has more in all the right places. His broad shoulders are tight with corded muscles and narrow down his body to his trim waist. His legs look just as powerful as his arms. Even the muscles in his neck are ripped. 
 
    Something deep inside me, something I thought was dead, comes to life again at the mere sight of him. His muscles cut deep and lead to the V peeking out from his shorts, making my mouth water. His hair is a little longer than I remember and spiked on top but still the same dirty blond color that I loved running my fingers through when he held me. His tanned skin glistens with the sweat he just worked up from his fight. His breathing is somewhat labored, causing my eyes to focus more on his chest. 
 
    His pectorals and abdominals are sharp, deep plains of muscle, and there is not a single hair anywhere. But none of that really holds my attention. No, not at all. What has my attention is the beautiful black ink in a curvy design right over his heart. It’s my name. Katie. Chamberlain was the only one who ever called me that. I made sure no one else did after him because it hurts too much to hear that name. 
 
    But there on his chest is me. It should fill me with joy that he didn’t want to let me get away, that I meant something more to him than I thought, but I can’t believe it. I’m confused, wanting answers I’m too scared to ask for. 
 
    The sensation of being watched warms my skin. My eyes shoot up to find a pair of dark blue eyes filled with surprise staring back at me. 
 
    The smile on Chamberlain’s face falls as his pouty lips form an O and his eyes light up with delight, taking me in my entirety. 
 
    This is not good. 
 
    I can’t handle this. He thinks I’m here to see him. And I’m not! Does he think that after all of this time, I want something to do with him again? Maybe … no! No way! I have gotten through my family disowning me and moving almost two thousand miles away to live with a family member I never knew about until I left. 
 
    Panic grips me as I reach for Beth’s hand and haul us out of our seats and to the nearest exit as fast as I can drag her. I ignore her calls for an answer and her questions as I guide us out of the arena. She’s isn’t much shorter than I am, but it doesn’t make it easy in heels to pull someone away in a rush. 
 
    I’m falling all over myself in my heels, and I can’t think straight. I just know I cannot be here anymore. He knows I’m in Denver or at least the surrounding area. 
 
    Please, don’t come find me. 
 
    “K.C., what’s the matter?” I can’t speak. We reach the lobby just as one of the guys I saw with Chamberlain comes in front of us, trying to stop me. 
 
    “Miss Cunningham! Mr. Lawrence would like a word with you.” He effectively halts me for a moment at his plea. I look at the door and then at him. 
 
    He recoils from the glare I shoot at him. 
 
    How dare he want anything from me? 
 
    Shaking all over, I give whatever strength I have left in me at the moment to speak. “You can tell Mr. Lawrence that I have nothing to say to him. And I never will.” I grab Beth’s hand again and lead us outside, searching for Bob’s car and driver. 
 
    Thankfully, he is waiting right out front. When I spot the car, I jump in and give my address while pulling Beth in as well. At the moment, I don’t care if she wants to stay or not. 
 
    It takes her a moment to process what just happened. I brace myself when her yell finally comes. “What the fuck, K.C.!” I run my hands through my hair and look at Beth’s pissed-off expression. “Mind filling me in?” 
 
    Nodding, I turn in my seat. “It’s time I tell you about my past.” I run my hands down my stomach, something I do to calm me and look at my best friend. Thank God, we have a long ride back home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    FOUR YEARS AGO 
 
    I was born a Cunningham part of a powerful, old money, upper-class family in Boston. My father, like my grandfather and great-grandfather before him, became a senator when he reached the appropriate age of thirty. Before that, he worked his way up through the ranks of political society, which wasn’t much since my family had been in the political eye for such a long time. 
 
    My mother was and will always be the typical bored trophy wife who has nothing better to do than look down her fake nose at others, including her eldest daughter. My mother was bred to be the wife of someone important and give him children to carry on his name. Unfortunately, she had my sister and me. She did lose a child between us, a brother I learned early in life who would have been everything my parents ever dreamed of had he not died. 
 
    So this left me the child holding the future power of the Cunningham legacy in my hands. I was groomed to be the next powerful politician in the family dynasty while, at the same time, I was expected to marry into an equally powerful family. A family of my parents’ choosing. From my earliest memory up until I left home at nineteen, I was to fulfill my parents’ wishes. Any dreams I had didn’t matter. Any goals for my life and anyone who I wanted to love were not allowed. I was not my own person. And I was tired of it. 
 
    Zoey, my little sister, was thrown into a lifestyle much like my mother was. She was to become a polished trophy wife to cater to her husband’s needs, provide him with a silent, beautiful wife and children, and look the other way of his indiscretions. Whatever Zoey wanted, she got it. She was the definition of spoiled, whereas I donated my allowance to charities. 
 
    We never got along. She was tall and stick thin, just like my mother, with chestnut hair and the dark eyes of my father. I was tall, but not nearly as thin, which she and Mother delighted in picking on me about. And my coloring was the complete opposite of hers. I was light with my blond hair and ice blue eyes, something I received from my paternal grandmother. 
 
    And then there was Timothy McGarth the Third. His father and mine had been friends for ages, so when I was born the year after he was, I was intended to be his wife someday. At a young age, I was thrust into every public function with him; at his side, I had to force a smile in support of whatever idiotic thing would come out of his mouth. 
 
    I really had no friends my own age; everyone assumed I was a spoiled rich girl like my sister. So I chose to spend my time alone or visiting with our chef, Fiona. I also spent time at one of the local rec centers, teaching little girls to dance. My mother hated it but turned the other cheek when my father told her how well it would look for voters not only for him but also for myself someday. 
 
    Teaching dance, as well as some college classes I was taking in secret, allowed me to be myself. Even if it was for only a few short hours a day, I craved the freedom. I never thought my freedom would come in the form of a giant, muscle-bound, tattooed fighter … 
 
    Looking around the room at all the little girls I’ve managed to draw to my class makes me smile. Ballet has always been something I’ve enjoyed, and being able to share it with these little ones warms my heart. In these early morning classes, I get to enjoy my time with girls not yet old enough to go to school full time. It is a perfect opportunity for their parents to get a break and run errands while the girls learn and enjoy something new. Some of them have a natural talent and soon will move up to the evening class I teach for more advanced dancers. 
 
    I love watching them learn the moves I do so easily and help them through the struggles. As long as everyone is nice and having fun, it makes my ‘job’ easier. The girls, including myself, come in all sizes and different backgrounds, but when we are all together, it fades away, and the movements and music are all that exist. I think it helps some of the girls that their teacher isn’t one of those stick-thin ballerinas they tend to see. I even have to bind my chest whenever I get dressed to dance, which I dislike. It makes it difficult to breathe, but it saves me from getting hurt. 
 
    “Okay, girls, give me ten more pliès, and then we will be done for the day.” My smile grows as they pad and scurry to their positions along the barre in the back of the room. As the girls finish up and I put the music back in my bag, the parents start to shuffle in to collect their daughters. Some stay around for the full hour and watch them dance and have fun. It makes some of them nervous, but they quickly grow used to it. 
 
    A couple of parents and girls stay behind to visit with me about any future opportunities they could get with a teacher with more experience. My parents may not approve of it, but I have been working with several of my former ballet instructors. I want to put together a grant to allow some of the girls who hold a real passion to go forth and become great dancers when they might not otherwise ever get an opportunity like this. Some in my class have the makings already. If I can help just a couple of girls make their dreams come true, I will be happy. 
 
    After the last person is gone, I still have twenty minutes to get everything picked up before the next dance instructor comes in and another hour before I’m required to be at home for teatime. I wander over to the small stereo system in the corner of the room and turn on “Star” by Bryan Adams. Releasing myself into a dance, I ease away the concerns that wait for me as soon as I get home. 
 
    When I dance, I feel free even if it is only for a few minutes at a time from the pressures of my parents. I’m swallowed whole and lose myself a little more at a time. I have never been able to understand why they won’t let me be my own person or why I’m not free to choose my own path. 
 
    But when I dance, I can be myself and do something I truly enjoy. Now that I am entering adulthood, it is time to put my foot down with my parents. I don’t want the same life that they have. I need to stand strong like Fiona tells me to do, and maybe then, they will see I’m not the person they think or want me to be. 
 
    I couldn’t care less for the teatime, the campaigns, or the functions we have to attend with other upper-class families. The only thing I do like are the charity functions. I love being able to give back to people and help the less fortunate, even if others are just doing it to flash their money around rather than actually caring. 
 
    I started volunteering here when I was fifteen and slowly started to piece who I was together. I’ve met a few people here who I think I can call friends. I’ve even been out on a date with a fellow volunteer. Since graduating high school, I have started to form a plan for my own life, and now, I just need to tell my parents. I did manage to convince them to let me take a year off before they sent me off to start my education in their career choosing. 
 
    When I do finally have my talk with them, I will reveal that I am taking classes for what I want to do and tell them no more nonsense with Timothy. He is a whole different issue. 
 
    Timothy may look like the perfect man on the outside, but he is anything but. I’m glad I don’t bruise easily because whenever we are out together, and I do something he disapproves of, he yanks me away by my arm and scolds me. He reminds me too much of my father. He is far better suited to being with my sister. 
 
    Once the song ends, I make quick work to pack up my things and take off to the women’s locker room. I am alone in the locker room, so I put my stuff on a bench and head to one of the private showers to quickly rinse off the sweat from my workout and dance class. I could get away with not showering, but no matter how much I cover up the scent of my morning activities, my mother would still know that I was sweaty underneath my dress. 
 
    Shucking my clothes off and unbinding my chest, I step into the lukewarm stream. The shower feels lovely, heavenly, and eases the entire ache of my body whenever I work out and then dance. But I love this life. 
 
    When I’m out of the shower and dried off, I release my hair from the tight bun on top of my head and let the light waves float down my back. 
 
    I pull my dress out of the dress bag and slide it on after slipping into my panties and bra. My black knit sheath dress slides on with ease, and as I zip it up, it forms to my curves stylishly and beautifully. My mother may not approve, but I feel confident in this dress. 
 
    I stare into the mirror and like who I see. I can’t figure out why someone else wouldn’t be happy with a healthy body like mine. I don’t over eat fatty foods, and I exercise regularly. So why is it that my parents - mainly, my mother - enforce strict guidelines for me to follow when it comes to my body. 
 
    “A man wants his woman to be fit and look beautiful. Not like a whore.” 
 
    She views any woman who has even the slightest curve to her sides like that. I don’t understand her line of thinking. I have a slight curve, and I’m still a virgin. I despise her for her judgment. 
 
    I quickly pull on my white leggings and warm black boots before securing my black pea coat. It is the end of January here in Boston and freezing. 
 
    Grabbing my bags, I head out of the locker room quickly while putting on my ChapStick. I’m not running late or anything, but I like to be early. My mother is less inclined to get angry with me if I do so. I’m rushing past the weight room, not paying any attention to anyone around me or watching where I’m going, when a door opens in front of me halting me in my steps and causing my ChapStick to land with the sticky end sticking on the floor. 
 
    “Great. Just great,” I mutter to myself as I bend over to pick it up. 
 
    This was my last one. 
 
    I don’t have any time to run and get another one. I don’t normally wear much makeup, even when my mother nags me about it. Aside from my handy ChapStick, I wear eyeliner and mascara. Whereas most can’t live without their cell phones, I can’t live without my ChapStick. 
 
    Maybe if I run it under hot wat… 
 
    I halt mid-thought as I’m crouching down when a low whistle rings from behind me. 
 
    Great. 
 
    I stand up quickly and turn my head to see who would whistling at me. With a glare, I intend to dare him to make a comment about me, but I’m immobilized. He’s so handsome, in a rugged kind of way. His thick arms are bare and veined out as they hang at his sides; his hands clench into fists, one tightly around a water bottle and the other with a towel. Tattoos cover one arm, mostly black ink with little splashes of color. His arms are massive and sculpted from hours in the gym and could probably be considered lethal. 
 
    His chest is expansive and hairless under his barely there tank top, looking like it was carved from some sort of hard stone. His shirt is loose around his middle, but I’m sure there is at least a six-pack under it that leads down to a narrow waist before it dives into his loose shorts. Even his legs are muscular, far more than any other I have seen.  
 
    Nothing is soft about this man’s looks. I should be scared, frightened by this powerful man, but I’m not. I’m intrigued and fascinated. 
 
    He has to be at least six or seven inches taller than my five-foot-seven. His hair is dark blond and cut short to his head, but it’s his eyes that get me. His piercing blue eyes make me feel like I’m in the middle of the ocean, floating away. They are the most breathtaking color I have ever seen. My body reacts in a way I’ve never experienced as his eyes take on a predatory gaze and slowly move down my body before coming back up to my wide ones. 
 
    Deep inside me warms, creating a yearning I’ve never felt before. Not even on the few dates I’ve been on. My lower muscles clench with excitement, and my breasts start to tingle the longer I look at him and he at me. 
 
    Oh, my. 
 
    His body is glistening, covered with a light layer of sweat to indicate he either is getting back to a workout or is finished. All the muscles he is flexing in front of me are evidence enough that he works out a lot. They tighten and loosen like a strobe light trying to entice me. 
 
    Oh, please. 
 
    Inwardly, I roll my eyes while the rest of my body tingles with excitement. He must realize the effect he has on women. That thought causes me to shake out of my stupor and harden my glare. I won’t fall for a man like that. 
 
    He silently watches me; his eyes roam my body again all while creating a burning path as his eyes reach mine once more. A slow, half grin pulls on his lips as his eyes darken. 
 
    “Well, hey there, baby.” He takes a step closer to me, a measured one to test if I’m going to run. I want to, but his voice, a Bostonian timbre, thick and deep, causes me to squirm in my boots and keeps me locked in place. 
 
    He enters my space, causing a mixture of faint cologne and sweat to invade my senses and make my head a little light. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Casting the haze away, I back up a fraction to breathe again. “Can I help you?” I raise a brow, proud that my voice doesn’t crack at all. 
 
    Stay strong, K.C. 
 
    “She speaks.” His grin grows; making the yearning come back just a little. “And she has a sexy voice to go with her sexy little body.” He steps closer to me again. “Got a name, sexy?” He picks up a piece of my hair and twirls it on his finger. 
 
    My body is buzzing. 
 
    It feels like I’m being electrocuted. 
 
    I don’t know how to handle this feeling or this sort of attention. 
 
    I’ll give it to this guy; he is a smooth talker. That alone repulses me, but at the same time, it almost doesn’t. This man fascinates me. Men who are only interested in a woman’s looks aren’t worth the wasted breath. I’m forced to deal with that with Timothy already. I’m stuck for the moment. 
 
    But this feels different somehow. 
 
    “Come on, panda. What’s your name?” he coos and steps closer, if it is possible. I control my breathing because if I take a deep breath, my chest will rub against his. 
 
    “Panda?” I squeak, and I instantly scold myself. 
 
    Darn it! Control yourself, K.C. 
 
    “Yeah.” His grin turns into a full watt smile. His teeth aren’t perfectly white, but close. “You’re in black, white, and you’re sexy all over.” His head tilts to one side and then to the other, assessing me with each color. “Gotta say, babe, it looks good on you.” He winks, and a blush starts to burn like wildfire across my face. “Almost as good as I would.” 
 
    I snort, covering how much his words turn me on with disgust. In the matter of a minute, he has called me four different pet names. I’ve heard them all before, except for panda - that one throws me. 
 
    Just as I’m about to tell him off, the door, now behind me, opens wider, knocking me forward and into the guy’s chest. 
 
    Great! 
 
    I’m overwhelmed with his scent, stronger now that my nose presses against him. Frantically, I wave my hands around, trying to find my balance and recover slowly. His massive hands wrap around my biceps, making them look like a child’s arms rather than a grown woman’s. 
 
    Looking up, I find his blue eyes are wide, staring at me with his mouth opened slightly. He seems almost in a state of shock. Like the one I was just in. 
 
    Realizing my hands are on his biceps, I push away, feeling my blush grow a deeper shade and not just on my face now, but all over my body. My nipples are pert and tingling, and my lower abdominals pull tight with the rest of my lower half. Just a brief touch and I feel burned. 
 
    He recovers quickly, and the full smile returns to his handsome face, but it seems different this time. He’s about to say something when a large hand comes down on my shoulder freaking me out even more than I currently am. 
 
    My self-defense takes over. I grab the hand, lean back, and use the weight of the person to throw him - because the hand belongs to a man - over my shoulder while holding his hand and wrist in both of mine, breathing rapidly. 
 
    What is it with my luck today? 
 
    “Hoo-ly shit!” I look up, blowing some of my hair out of my face, to the guy who was just flirting with me and find his mouth hanging open. “Dude, you just got taken down by a girl.” He laughs at the man on his back between us. “Maybe I need a new sparring partner.” He laughs again, at who I’m assuming is his friend. 
 
    “Fuckin’ hell, Chamberlain!” The guy tries to shake me from his wrist and hand as he starts to get up. I quickly let go and step back, mortified at what I just did. “I come to see what’s taking you so fucking long and this happens. Fuck!” The muscle man, now known as Chamberlain, doubles over laughing. 
 
    Once more, my body clenches. 
 
    What is wrong with me? 
 
    I need to get out of here before I lose my mind. The other guy turns to me. He’s just as big as this Chamberlain guy is but not nearly as attractive from my point of view. His hair is a little too long, and his green eyes seem too pale. 
 
    “I … I’m sorry.” I duck my head. I hate when people glare at me, and it happens too often. “I’ll just be going.” I turn on my heel and walk as fast as my dress and boots will allow me, thankful for a chance to escape the uncomfortable situation. 
 
    “No, wait!” Chamberlain calls after me, but I don’t stop. “I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “Let it go, C. She looks too young.” That makes me boil a little, but I still don’t stop. 
 
    “What the fuck, Scott! You always get in the way!” I hear them break into an argument as I leave over the sounds of “Crazy Train” by Ozzy Osbourne. 
 
    I quickly make my way to the car as the wind picks up, blowing snow all over my face and making my hair whirl up like a tornado. In hurried motions, I unlock the door and fall back against my seat as I start my car and wait for it to warm up. I lay my head back, my mind still reeling. 
 
    The first man to ever get a reaction out of me and he’s a player. 
 
    Why me? 
 
    What a day it’s been already. I haven’t been that clumsy since I was little. I’m nineteen years old now, and most days, I can manage to be graceful, but apparently, today isn’t one of them. 
 
    Pulling down my visor, I look at my reflection and want to cry. Mother is going to have a fit! I look like a wreck. My hair looks like a makeshift tornado, whirled and twisted up from the wind. I run my wipers and put my car into drive before taking off through the snow to head home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    ON THE DRIVE to Cunningham Manor - Mother insists on calling our home that - I think about that Chamberlain guy. I’m not completely sure why the encounter with him has me rattled as much as it does. I’m used to guys coming onto me like that maybe not as forward as he was but still. Could it be his sheer size that did this to me? I’ve been around big men, but none as built as he is. 
 
    Zoey gets the same attention when they can’t get a reaction out of me. She eats it up. I would much rather have someone interested in the same things as I am and like me for my personality rather than my looks. But with Chamberlain, it’s different. He got a reaction out of me. 
 
    My life has always been about outward appearances. As early as I can remember, my mother has chosen how I dress and how my hair looks all the way down to the nail polish I wear. I prefer the days I don’t leave my room or when I go for a run or workout, and I can wear sweats and have my hair up in a messy bun. I swear someday, when I have a daughter, I will never force anything on her. She will be free to do what she wants as she gets older. Have a freedom that I may never have the freedom to choose. 
 
    I’m a political gain for Timothy and his family, nothing more. And the fact that, apparently, I don’t look bad on his arm is great as well. 
 
    But back to Chamberlain. I’m not sure if it was him or the guy who I flipped over my back who jarred me more. There was something more than just my body’s natural reaction to his player attitude. It happened after I fell into him. Something changed and sparked in him, not just me. I’ll never know, though. It’s rare for me to see anyone there outside of the volunteers, staff, and my girls. 
 
    Shaking my head, I focus on driving through the snow rather than a good looking, muscle-bound flirt. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I FINALLY MAKE it home with only a few minutes to spare before teatime starts. My mother and her friends, a loose term since none of them really truly cares for one another, meet every month at each other’s homes. This month, it is here, making my mother more uptight than normal. I rush in the front door, something I don’t normally do, and almost run into my mother. She’s holding her yipping little devil, who she loves more than she loves me. 
 
    “Dear God, Katherine!” She glides backward because leaping is something she would never do. She brushes off the snow that has fallen on her bare arms off after setting the biting terror I’ve nicknamed Lucifer on the ground, where my boots become his chew toy. “What have you been doing?” She raises her perfectly shaped eyebrows at me with shame, like usual. 
 
    “It’s snowing out, heavily,” I answer when I really want to say that I was out building a snowman. 
 
    “Yes, I can see that; it is all over you.” She gives me the once-over, and her disapproving gaze morphs into horror when she locks in on my hair. “Do you know what an umbrella is, Katherine?” She looks down at her watch. “We don’t have the time to deal with your issues today. Timothy will be here at any moment.” She looks away from me and points at the staircase. “Go get yourself cleaned up and presentable. I don’t need Timothy looking at you like you are filth or have you embarrass me again.” 
 
    With that, she sends me away. I want to purposely trudge snow all the way up the stairs and to my room, but that would mean the housekeeper would have to clean everything up, not my mother. When I get to my room, I unlock it, drop my bags on the bed, and rush into my bathroom to quickly settle the wild mess I call hair into a low bun. Before I leave, I dig into my vanity drawer to see if I have any hidden tubes of ChapStick and come up empty. 
 
    I spray myself with my coconut and vanilla body spray, and since my day has already been filled with such grace, I carefully make my way down to the sunroom. The chatter grows as I draw closer. Clinking china and the soft voices of my mother’s companions are like the drums of war to me. 
 
    I take a single step into the doorway and look around at the harpies masquerading as ladies of society sitting around the brightly lit room. The first one to notice I’m here is Timothy. 
 
    So much for beating him down here. 
 
    He stands from his seat next to my sister, buttons his suit jacket, and makes his way to me. Dear old Tim has been a friend since we were in diapers, if you want to call it a friendship. He yells at me more often than not. His father is in politics with mine, and they have tried to turn their dynasties into us. He prides himself on that honor. Tim has grown up to be a good-looking man; his jet-black hair is always perfect, his three piece suits are always perfect, and even his nails, eyebrows, and face are perfect. Which makes all of it boring to me. 
 
    Where I have gone against the grooming my mother gave me growing up, Timothy has ‘perfected’ his mother’s direction. His flaws are hidden. One is his temper, especially toward me. He can be unpredictable and violent. I prefer mine to always be on display; people leave me alone because of them. I don’t talk properly enough, I don’t use separate forks for different foods, I lack all grace except when I dance, and I’m nice to others. 
 
    “You look lovely, Katherine Carrie.” He bends down and kisses me on the cheek before taking my elbow and directing me to my seat next to him. I force a smile at Zoey as she watches Timothy be the perfect gentleman by pulling out my seat and pushing me in with complete admiration. I would be extremely happy to hand him off to her. He’s everything Zoey wants - rich and perfectly good looking. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmur as I place my napkin on my lap and turn to listen to my mother and Mrs. McGarth, Timothy’s mother, talk about something that neither really cares about. 
 
    “Did you hear about the Livingston girl?” Mrs. McGarth doesn’t even attempt to be discreet with her question. She doesn’t care that the Livingston girl, also known as Charlotte, is one of their supposed good friend’s daughter. And Mrs. Livingston’s mother is in the room sitting over with my grandmother and some of the older women. 
 
    “Yes, can you believe she got herself pregnant by some hoodlum?” my mother responds, her own voice laced with disgust. 
 
    “It’s all about parenting. Obviously, her parents didn’t do well when teaching her to stay away from those kinds of men.” I shake my head. Paul and Amy are wonderful people. Hence, why Amy and Charlotte are not here. My mother detests how kind and simple they are and refuses to have them around. Which makes me wonder why they bother with me. 
 
    And that hoodlum they are talking about is Charlotte’s longtime boyfriend. So what if he doesn’t have the pedigree that she has? They really care about each other. Yes, Charlotte can be a snob and isn’t the nicest to me, but I think it has more to do with my mother and sister than me personally. 
 
    “How was your morning, Katherine?” It is astounding how one question can turn everyone’s attention to me. I glance around the room at some of the other women who are dining with us, and they all have the look of amusement on their painted-up fake faces, including my sister. I look at my mother; her face screams do not disappoint me. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I reply quietly as I fix my napkin across my lap and fixate on it, hoping that I will disappear. 
 
    “I think it is a great thing that you are doing for those poor girls, Katherine.” I look up to see Mrs. McGarth smiling at me. It’s a smile of disdain, laced with falsehood. She doesn’t want me as her daughter-in-law. I don’t fit her plans for her son. She looks at said son, and her smile warms. “Don’t you agree, Timothy?” 
 
    “Of course, Mother.” He pats my hand settled on the table between us. “She is being so kind by giving opportunities to children who might not otherwise have any.” And there is his other flaw he is a complete momma’s boy, and he will do anything and everything for his mother. 
 
    “Opportunities.” My mother huffs in a lady-like manner. “Most of those girls will get nowhere but an abusive marriage with half a dozen children they can’t even feed.” I want to question her about the abusive marriage part. Because isn’t that what she’s pushing me to? 
 
    I roll my eyes with them closed so she can’t see me do it. Those girls have every opportunity they want. It’s up to them to reach out for it and take the help when it is offered. Not everyone turns out bad because they don’t have a six-digit income. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Katherine.” Mrs. Harth, an older woman who was friends with my Grandmother Cunningham before she passed, speaks up. She has always been kinder than most of the other women in the family circle. She was more grandmotherly than my own was. She also came from a blue-collar family before she met her husband, Phillip. “They are hardworking people who value what they have.” Her eyes are set on my mother, who has never lifted a finger in her life, and that includes when it came to changing a diaper or bathing Zoey and myself. “I’d like to see any of you do the work that those girls’ families put in every day. My mother, God rest her soul, worked every day taking in work to aid our family while my father was at war. She taught me that a little hard work and a strong love for family and God can get you far.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile as silence overtakes the room. I love Mrs. Harth; she always knows the right way to put my mother and her friends in their place. If the world ended tomorrow, they wouldn’t survive. 
 
    Small conversations break out after a moment or two of silence. Timothy turns to Zoey and me to start talking animated about something he is doing in school. He is only a year older than I am and two and a half more than Zoey. He is in his second year of college at Cambridge. His parents are so proud and lecture my parents about how they shouldn’t have let me take a year off. I will be heading to Princeton for my law degree like my father soon enough. 
 
    I ignore both of them as I push my garden salad around my plate and take sips of my tea, acting like I belong when I know I don’t. “Isn’t that right, Katherine?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” A Cheshire cat grin graces Zoey’s face as I look up. 
 
    “I was just telling Timothy how excited you are for this year’s gala at the end of February. Only a few weeks away,” she sings while I frown. I would call it more of a fundraiser for our father; it’s not a gala for anything important like charities. 
 
    Our father has more than enough money to fund his own campaigns for the rest of his life. If anyone is excited about it, it would be Zoey. She’s been dress shopping since last year, trying to find the perfect dress that will finally steal Timothy away from me. Zoey doesn’t even wait for my answer before she turns to start chatting with Mrs. McGarth. Her ideal future daughter-in-law. 
 
    “Right.” I look back down at my plate and then over at my mother. “May I be dismissed, please?” The longer I sit here, the more likely I will fall asleep in my salad or accidentally dump tea down the front of me. 
 
    My mother takes a few moments to examine me then stiffly nods her head. 
 
    She doesn’t want me here either. 
 
    I get up from my chair before Timothy can get up and pull it out for me. “It was nice seeing you.” I nod politely at him and everyone else before dashing out as fast as I can and  heading back up to my room. 
 
    I change into my winter running clothes, grab my iPod, and head out the back door from the kitchen to run a few laps around the grounds. I already ran this morning, but from everything I encountered today, I need to burn more. 
 
    Turning up the volume on Katy Perry’s “Part of Me,” I start with a light jog and slowly work my way up to a flat-out run. I need to clear my head from my run-in with Chamberlain and his friend, the piercing looks of the one who left my body feeling more alive than ever and the hurtfulness I feel each time I’m near my family and their friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    MY BODY IS A complete contrast to the chilly temperatures outside. My lungs burn while the rest of my body is a raging inferno. Today, I ran harder and longer than I have in the past. I pondered a great deal during my run. I thought about how I didn’t ask to be born into my place in this world. If I didn’t look so much like my late Grandmother Cunningham, I would have thought I was adopted or switched at birth. 
 
    I used to pretend that being switched was the truth. That somewhere out there, a lucky girl got a happy, loving family that I should have gotten, and she was ungrateful for it. That she was out there thinking the same about me with all this money and a life of privilege. 
 
    Oh, how I wish this were all true, but sadly, it isn’t. I’m blood, and therefore, a random anomaly born into this family. I’ve gone over everything in my head, and I’ve come to realize more as I’ve gotten older than I did when I was younger. 
 
    I’m tired of all of it. I want something outside of these walls, this gated community. I want something that is just mine. As far back as I can remember, I have always done as my parents have asked and fulfilled the expectations they placed upon me. And where has that gotten me? 
 
    Nowhere. I still manage to disappoint them in one form or another, leaving me feeling hated in my own home. 
 
    That’s about to change. 
 
    The one thing I decided during my run is that from now on, I’m taking more chances at things I want when they come up. I’m tired of my parents dictating and controlling me. I’m taking over my life from now on. I won’t go to school for law. Instead, I will continue to pursue an elementary education. I have been keeping that a secret, but I will let it be known to everyone. Not just Fiona. 
 
    I will dress how I want no more A-line dresses and conservative heels. If I want to wear sweats and sneakers, then that’s what I’m going to wear. I’ll even put myself out there more to try to make normal friends. People who will know the real me and not judge me by my last name. 
 
    The days of being controlled are over. 
 
    Douglas and Carol Cunningham no longer own me. 
 
    With this new resolve, I wander back into the house from the same door I exited from and find Fiona humming about the kitchen, preparing dinner. 
 
    “Hey there, baby doll,” she sings in her deep cadence. Her voice has always soothed me when I cried. 
 
    “Hi, Fiona.” I smile sweetly at her as I take a seat across from her and watch as she mixes different spices into a bowl of chili. 
 
    I love this woman. I think of her as my mother. She’s a little older than my mother is and rounder too, which she says just means more of her to love. She has the most beautiful milk chocolate complexion, and her long black hair is always in a braid that reaches down to her lower back. Her eyes have crow’s feet in the corners, but she brushes them off as laugh lines. 
 
    She makes me feel happy. 
 
    And loved. 
 
    Fiona has worked here since I was five. I was a little scared of her at first because of her lively talk and the fact that every adult scared me. It kept me quiet and away. 
 
    The day I knew she was an amazing person, the person I would cling to, was the day I was outside playing with Timothy and a few other children. A couple of the girls had shoved me right in front of my mother. I fell and bloodied my knee. My mother just took another sip of her martini and looked away, and the girls’ mothers did nothing to scold them. 
 
    Fiona had just come out with sandwiches and had watched the whole thing. She wasn’t scared of my mom, so she came over to where I was sitting, crying, picked me up, and took me inside to clean me up. 
 
    “No more tears, baby doll. Those girls know no better than their mommas.” She had wiped my tears away. “You have a good soul, girl. Keep it shining and don’t be like them.” She washed her hands and then kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    From that day on, I spent more time in the kitchen with Fiona, learning different dishes to cook, and less time with the kids my own age. Her help came in the form of homework to aiding me in staying the true me no matter how hard my mother pushed me to change. She kept me from turning into all the others. She was also the only one who knew my secrets. 
 
    So the news I am about to tell her is going to send her over the moon. 
 
    “What’s on our mind, baby?” She looks up, grins, and sprinkles a little extra chili powder into the mixture. I giggle at that. I love spicy foods, but the others in my family do not. She is always doing little things like that to make me feel better. To make me feel wanted. 
 
    “I’ve decided to tell my parents about getting a degree in elementary education at the University of Massachusetts. And …” I take a long drink of water from the glass she had placed on the counter when I walked in. “I’m NOT going to marry Timothy.” 
 
    “Oh!” She slaps the counter. “Praise the Lord! It’s about time, K.C.!” She rushes around the counter and gives me a hug. “What started this change?” She kisses the top of my head before going back to making dinner. 
 
    I shrug. “I’m not completely sure. I’m just tired of it all.” I gesture around at the huge kitchen. Fiona is our only cook, and we really don’t need all this space. We don’t even use half the space that our house takes up. “I want a different life. Something that is mine and not where I will be just another member of the Cunningham legacy or the future Mrs. Timothy McGarth.” My lip curls up in disgust. 
 
    She sets her wooden spoon down and looks me straight in the eye. I used to find it unnerving, but now, I’m used to it. She rolls her lips into her mouth and slowly releases them on a breath. 
 
    “You met a boy, didn’t you?” 
 
    “What?” I feel the blush instantly hit my face while my eyes widen. “How … What? No.” I shake my head. 
 
    “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, K.C.” She picks her spoon back up and starts to stir again, more vigorously this time. “Start talkin’.” 
 
    “I really didn’t talk to him, Fiona.” I toy with my empty glass. “Plus, he seemed kind of full of himself.” I try to brush off the body-shattering encounter. 
 
    “Well, since you’ve never talked about a boy before … that Timothy doesn’t count - his hands are too soft, and neither do those two boys you went to coffee with – so this boy must have made some sort of impression on you.” 
 
    True. 
 
    “He made my body feel … strange.” She’s smiling at me now. “It was super aware. My breathing changed and places … tightened.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” Her voice is light and filled with curiosity and excitement. 
 
    “Tall, really tall, and muscles everywhere, Fiona.” I stretch my arms out. “His arms were covered in tattoos.” I lean on my hand as my elbow rests on the counter. “He had dark blond hair that was cut close but just long enough to know what color it was. And his eyes oh - his eyes, Fiona - were amazingly beautiful. The deepest blue I’ve ever seen.” I sigh, caught up in the memory of him. I tried not to think of his looks before now. 
 
    “Girl, you’ve got it bad. It’s about time, too.” I snap out of my dreamlike state and look at her as if she is crazy. “That feeling you got is called chemistry, baby doll. The best kind of love comes from it.” She smiles fondly at me. “That’s the kind you rarely find, and when you do, you fight your hardest to get it and hold on to it.” 
 
    “I’ve only seen this guy once, Fiona. And he didn’t look like the type to settle for one girl, let alone someone like me.” 
 
    “And what the hell is the meaning of that?” she shouts at me. “Listen here, young lady. You are beautiful, smart, talented, and have a huge heart! Any guy worth his two cents would love to have you.” 
 
    She moves around the kitchen to get the table in the dining room ready for our meal. No matter how many times I try to eat dinner with her in her little apartment below the kitchen, she refuses to let me. I am left to face the parents and their spawn. Thankfully, tonight it is just my mother and Zoey. 
 
    “Now, get your butt up to your room and clean yourself up. Don’t want Satan’s Mistress to have a fit over your appearance twice in one day.” 
 
    Long ago, I quit laughing at my mother’s nickname. Mainly now, I see that as the truth. 
 
    Getting up, I hang my head. “Why? The record is set at five.” I tease, rounding the counter, kiss the cheek she offers me, and head up to my room to change … once again. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I FLOP DOWN onto my bed with a huff. Dinner, like usual, was frustrating. Mother and Zoey were talking non-stop about  everything from dresses to who received an invitation to the gala. 
 
    The only time they acknowledged me was when they ask if I would be able to go dress shopping in a couple of weeks. To which I just gave a simple nod. 
 
    My father is rarely home during the week and only every other weekend. He prefers his work in DC to spending any time with us. When I was little, he was warmer toward me, but as I got older, his form of fun was making me read law books that I didn’t understand and for him to come up with different issues a politician would face and have me solve them. I quickly learned to make myself scarce when he was around. 
 
    While my mother and Zoey continued about the gala, I thought about what Fiona had said about that Chamberlain guy. His gaze did something to me that no other man’s ever had. They held freedom and a carnal wildness that I found intriguing and desirable. Part of me hopes to see him again, even if it is just a glance. 
 
    After dinner, we all went our own ways. Meaning my mother and Zoey pranced off to who knows where, and I went to my room. 
 
    I stare at the white abyss of my ceiling for who knows how long before I decide to change for the last time today and crawl into bed with one of the textbooks that I hide under my mattress to get ahead in one of my classes. 
 
    When I fall asleep after I complete the chapter quiz, I dream of the ocean at night and the bright full moon glowing off the dark water, leaving me feeling more serene and peaceful than ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    I WAKE WITH A jolt as I do every morning right at five thirty. I’ve been this way since I started junior high and discovered that no one, aside from Fiona and the maid, Diane, was awake this early. It’s the only time during the day that I am free to roam the house without running into anyone. 
 
    I waste no time making my bed and packing my bag for the morning. Getting my workout clothes on, I then pick out what music I will play for my class today. I choose something light and cheerful to highlight my newfound goals and determination. Before I leave my room, I grab my school bag and lock the door. I always lock up because Zoey knows no boundaries when it comes to other people’s spaces. 
 
    “Gonna see that boy again today?” Fiona already has my breakfast of oatmeal and orange juice set out for me with a grapefruit and my water bottle waiting. 
 
    I stuff the water bottle in my gym bag and start eating my breakfast. “I don’t think so, Fiona. I don’t think he was that interested in me. And chances are our encounter was a one-time thing.” She throws me a look of disagreement but doesn’t say a word. “Besides, I’m there to help little kids to dance, not pick up muscle-bound guys.” 
 
    I finish my breakfast in silence, but I can tell from Fiona’s scrutinizing that she wants to say something. I’m glad she doesn’t. I’m just starting this whole new me. I don’t need to get a new guy mixed up in it and lose myself. 
 
    When I’m done, I rinse my bowl and load the dishwasher. I don’t have to, but it is a small victory for me to help her out. I kiss Fiona’s cheek and head out the door to make the journey to the rec center in the pre-dawn light so I can get in a workout before my class starts. 
 
    I could just stay here and do my workout in our home gym, but I prefer to do my own workout away from the assessing eyes of my mother and sister. Not that they are up at this time. But I’m sure they would find something to complain about if I used it, even though they only use the elliptical and the treadmill. The weights are probably covered in dust. And I lift. They think I’m too large already and feel that I run enough as it is.  
 
    Being away is just a better option for all of us. 
 
    I rattle like a maraca while my car warms up. Not that I mind, I enjoy the cold easing into my body and waking me up. That and my workouts are far better than caffeine is. When I can see through all my windows, I back out and make the long voyage on the icy roads to the center. I arrive just as a staff member is unlocking the front doors and the parking lot lights go off as the sun crests over the metropolitan skyline, bringing the beautiful orange and pink colors to the land of ice and snow. 
 
    My breath forms in front of me in the early morning air as I get out and sling my bag over my shoulder. The building is toasty and quiet as I make my way to the weight room where there are also treadmills. 
 
    I love coming in this early. I’m able to get a better workout without many people around. The center fills up pretty quickly around eight, and that makes it hard to find an open machine or set of weights. This early, I get the machine I want and can lift in peace. 
 
    I turn on the lights as I enter the weight room and turn on the radio and “She Wolf” by Shakira starts playing. I drop my bag by the benches near the treadmills and start my stretches. I can’t help but look around every once in a while with the hope of getting a glimpse of Chamberlain. 
 
    God, I’m pathetic. 
 
    He was hitting on me like he does that all the time. That should repulse me; my mind draws on that thought again. But I find myself drawn in, wanting more of his hypnotic eyes and sensual voice. I tossed and turned in my sleep. His gaze, his stance, and his voice plagued my dreams. There is nothing gentle about a man like him. He’s probably the type who is used to one-night stands and not calling the girl back once he is done with her. Or even bothers to remember her name. 
 
    Figures. 
 
    I finally find a man who brings out feelings in me that I have never felt before, and he is a player, a jerk, and all-around no good. With that in mind, I walk over, turn the radio up, and return to the treadmill to start my warm-up run. 
 
    I lose myself in the steady pounding of my feet as I run for three miles. Then I work my way around to all the lifting machines, spending equal amounts of time at all of them before I end with the free weights, where I do burpees for five-minute reps, and then go back to free lifting before I stretch again. My heart sags a little when I grab my bag and leave the room with no sign of Chamberlain. 
 
    Just like I thought. 
 
    I put too much into seeing him again. Just as I did when I was little, I invested too much hope only to be disappointed. I arrive at the room we use and get everything ready for the class with my remaining free time. Some of the girls show up early, excited to get started, so I set them up to help one another stretch while I finish setting up the stations for them to rotate through and pull the stereo out to get the music started. 
 
    I’m glad that I was able to draw in a crowd for my class; I just wish a couple of boys had been interested in learning. We could have done some fun lifts then. I’ve been doing this for two years now. My students love me, and their parents appreciate their daughters getting an opportunity they might not normally get all while being in a safe place. Maybe I could talk to some of the parents to see if they had a son who would be willing to participate. 
 
    My class finally fills up at a quarter after eight, and we begin while some of the parents wait outside, watching through the window between the studio room and the hallway. Today, it doesn’t seem to bother any of the girls. I’ve told them that someday they could be performing and would have to do it in front of a crowd, so they should get used to an audience. It helps; plus, I accidentally mess up on something that is easy to help them relax. I’m hoping to get a recital together for them to show their loved ones how well they are doing. 
 
    Halfway through class, I notice a couple of the older girls, the ones getting ready to go to school full time, whispering to themselves and pointing toward the window while releasing giggles. 
 
    “Girls?” Their attention snaps to me, and their little heads jerk up to focus. “Can we please stay on task? We are almost done.” I wear a smile but hold a firm tone. They return to their spots and take their positions, mirroring my first position for the chainse turn. “Ready?” Nine little heads nod with excitement as we begin our turn in slow motion. They are just beginning, while older girls in my other class have more experience. I can go full speed with them. With these little ones, I take my time. 
 
    I move around to all the ones who need help with their posture before coming back to the front to do the turn again with them. When we finish, I smile at all of them. “You girls are doing beautifully. I’m so very proud of you.” I praise and turn to the parents who are watching with a warm smile. 
 
    My hands still in front of me and my smile vanishes when I lock on a set of eyes that don’t belong to any of the parents. 
 
    The dead weight of my arms drops to my sides as Chamberlain’s blue eyes pierce into my soul. No one is paying us any mind as the girls do more turns for their parents. Our gaze is locked, making my mouth and lips go dry. Slowly, I swallow then wet my lips with my tongue. Chamberlain’s arms are braced above his head by the window flexing, and his eyes drop to my mouth as his own opens slightly. 
 
    “Miss Cunningham!” One of the girls calls my attention, breaking the spell. It must have done the same for Chamberlain because he quickly shakes his head and stalks off. 
 
    Frowning in confusion, I recover and return my focus to my class. “How about a few more turns and then we do our stretches? After that, we will be done.” I smile sweetly at their excitement and get back to work. 
 
    After class, I move my things back to the closet and greet the next dance instructor. I button my coat and head to the front of the building. It will feel good to cool down after being in there for four and a half hours. 
 
    I’m shuffling for my keys when a voice pulls my head up. “Well, hello there, lil’ bit.” I glance to my right, finding the guy I flipped over my back yesterday. 
 
    “My name is K.C.,” I say defensively and then change my tone. I owe him an apology. “I’m sorry for what I did yesterday, you … frightened me.” 
 
    He laughs, extending his hand. “Scott, nice to meet you, K.C. And don’t worry about it. Even if it was embarrassing to have a little thing like you throw me over your shoulder, it was a good laugh. No harm.” I nod just as his phone chimes, indicating he has a message. He looks down at it and shakes his head. “It was nice meeting the girl who has my buddy in knots after a quick look and a few words. See ya around, K.C.” He waves and jogs off back into the interior of the center before I can question him. 
 
    In knots? 
 
    “Yeah, you … too.” I give a weak wave, confused. 
 
    What did he mean by that? 
 
    Certainly, I’m not the type of girl who could have any man in knots. 
 
    For the second time in as many days, I leave the rec center confused. Trying my best to shake it off, I head to the university for my classes. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    FOR THE REST of the week, I occasionally see Chamberlain and Scott around the center, but never speak to either of them. When I pass them, Chamberlain just stares while Scott offers me a nice smile and a nod, nothing more. I want to talk to Chamberlain, but I don’t even know what to say. My tongue ties and sweat pools everywhere when I think about it. 
 
    I’ve learned from one of the volunteers that some guys from a local fighter’s gym are here temporarily until their gym remodel is finished. 
 
    Chamberlain and Scott are two of them, which explains a lot. In the two years since I started coming here, I’ve never seen any guys as built as they are. 
 
    I still come in early and do my workout before my class, but I never see anyone in there that early. From time to time, after my class, I pass the workout room to find a bunch of girls my age, some older, in there watching. I peek in as well to find Chamberlain and Scott lifting. Chamberlain is unaware of the audience he has gained while Scott seems to eat it up. The first time I noticed it, it caught me by surprise. I always thought most guys who looked like them were narcissistic and would take every chance they could to show off and impress female attention. 
 
    As much as I try to remind myself that I don’t have feelings bubbling up for him, my body doesn’t listen. I want to walk up to him and talk, but a small, timid part keeps me from doing just that. 
 
    So much for the new K.C. 
 
    I know, deep down, I’m not the type of girl who could handle a one-night stand or no-strings deal that other girls have no problem with. I want love. 
 
    Thursday evening is the one day a week that my class is later. My classes at the university run late, and I instruct older girls, ones closer to my age. That forces me to park in the back lot, which means I have to walk through the rear of the center to get to the back doors. Usually, I get lucky and find a spot out front but not tonight. 
 
    The pool is located back here, but I never use it. I’m not much of a swimmer for exercise, only for fun. The rest of the rooms back here are usually dark by now when I do have to park in the back. Tonight, a single bright light shines from a room across the hall with loud music blaring something I can’t understand. 
 
    My steps slow as I lean my head forward to get a look on the inside. I don’t want to disturb anyone, but I’m curious. Since the rooms are usually dark when I come back here, I’ve never seen what they look like. 
 
    The sound of fast, hard punches fills the air as I get closer. The room is much larger than I thought it would be. A huge padded mat used for all sorts of things from wrestling to gymnastics dominates the space, while the far wall and left wall have punching bags of all sizes and weights lining it. 
 
    And at one of those bags is Chamberlain while Scott holds it steady it from the punches being thrown at it. 
 
    A small gasp escapes me as I stand stock-still watching him move. His back is just as sculpted as his front. Tight muscles roll as he launches forward, releasing another blow to the bag and causing Scott to fall back a step. I’ve gone unnoticed from the volume of their music. 
 
    “Jesus, man!” Scott yells at him. 
 
    Chamberlain grunts an apology then takes another swing. I look at my right and see the door is slightly ajar. 
 
    “I know this chick has you all fucked up, but you don’t need to take your frustration out on me.” Chamberlain takes another swing, causing Scott to fall backward again, but this time, he falls as the punching bag knocks into him. “Fuck!” He jumps up. “I’m done! Either do something about this or find another partner.” Scott walks over to a bench and sits down. 
 
    “What should I do about it?” Chamberlain’s deep voice breaks through the air like lightning straight to my heart and down deep. My knees tremble while the rest of my body tightens. 
 
    “Well …” Scott wipes his face off with a towel and throws another one to Chamberlain. “You could try talking to her, but if you’re too nervous, just go fuck Amber and be done with it.” 
 
    Now, that sounds like the type of guys I thought they were. “Fuck you, Scott.” Chamberlain’s growl causes me to release a sigh of relief that I didn’t know I was holding. “Amber is a shitty lay.” 
 
    Well, so much for that. 
 
    My phone decides at that moment to chime loudly from my bag, drawing my attention and the two men I’m watching to my bag. 
 
    Oh, no! 
 
    I quickly grab it and see that it is Fiona warning me to get home as soon as I can for dinner. I reply quickly and look up to find both of them staring at me. Scott is grinning while Chamberlain looks lost. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure what to do. Should I wave, say hi? I’m not sure. So I flee the building and sprint, carefully, to my car. I don’t wait long for it to heat up before I take off. 
 
    God, I’m such an embarrassment. Even to myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    THE NEXT MORNING, I get to the rec center a little later than I normally do. To be honest, I didn’t want to come. I’d much rather suffer any setback with my mother by working out at home than face my embarrassment near Chamberlain. But habits are hard for me to break. 
 
    The morning isn’t nearly as cold, and in my rush, I forgot to throw on a pair of sweat pants over my shorts as I sprinted out of the house. I drove cautiously to the center but dashed in to the workout room when I got there. To my surprise, the lights are already on and AC/DC’s “Back in Black” is blaring through the speakers. 
 
    Glancing around, I find no one in here and shrug it off. I was an hour late, so one of the staff members must have been in here preparing to open up. 
 
    I set about doing my normal morning routine with my stretches. I’m just starting on the treadmill, which faces the entrance, when the air changes drastically in the room. 
 
    Guns N’ Roses “Welcome to the Jungle” starts up on the radio just as Chamberlain strides into the room. He looks as deadly as he has every time I’ve seen him before. I am gifted with a few uninterrupted moments to gaze at him before he sees me. I know he knows someone else is in here because of the sounds I’m creating with my run. 
 
    He is truly a work of art. He is muscular but not overly so. Like when you see some professional body-builders whose heads dwarf in size compared to their biceps. He’s lean in the center, tall, and stacked in his upper body and arms. It makes me wonder if a man built like him knows how to be delicate with a woman. 
 
    My face flushes at the thought of him being delicate with me. His deep blues fixate on me, discovering my gaze and causing me to briefly stumble. 
 
    While my eyes stay focused on his, I can still see his chest rising and falling evenly. His posture screams alert, focused, and ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. Suddenly, running and trying to breathe is too hard to do. I break eye contact and try to focus on the steady thud of my feet for the rest of my run. 
 
    For the next four minutes, I manage to finish my warm-up run and dismount to do the rest of my workout. All while trying to figure out a way not to hurt myself, knowing Chamberlain is watching me. 
 
    Don’t glance at him, K.C. 
 
    Too late. I look up after setting my weights on the leg press to find him sitting on the bench by the free weight putting his earbuds in, watching my every move. 
 
    I finish my workout faster than normal just so I can escape. I don’t know what to do with all this attention. I feel his eyes follow me everywhere. It doesn’t waver when Scott comes in either. Now, his voice adds to the mixture of sensations shocking my body. 
 
    I have to get out of here. 
 
    I’m relieved when I check the time and find that I have fifteen minutes before my class starts. I quickly grab my bag and head out the door without another glance in Chamberlain’s direction. 
 
    But Scott manages to spoil that. “Hi, K.C. How are you?” He smiles an All-American boy smile with the smallest amount of smugness in it. 
 
    “I’m good, thank you. See you around.” I scurry out the door, but not before missing the growl followed by the sound of something hard hitting skin and the distinct yelp coming from Scott. 
 
    I can’t help the giggle that escapes me while I sling my bag over my shoulder and walk to my class. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    THE GIRLS ARE always a little antsier on Friday than the rest of the week. Maybe because it symbolizes playtime and freedom from the rules in place during the week. I’ve always tried to make Fridays the fun days. All week, we work hard, learning new things and putting them together, so why not have a little break once a week, a cheat day, and have fun with it? 
 
    We still do our warm-ups and some ballet, but then I put the ‘fun’ music on and let them loose to do whatever they want. Most of the time, I even join in on the silliness. Their laughter and smiles are contagious. Out of all the days of the week, Fridays are the best. The girls put me in a wonderful mood, which helps me face the weekend at home with my family. 
 
    I always let the girls out early on Fridays, even if I don’t want it to end. The end means I go home to a cold house and mother. 
 
    “Miss Cunningham, can we walk with you?” Kelsey, one of my youngest students, asks as she grabs hold of my hand with her mother behind her.  
 
    “I would love that.” I beam down at her. This is why I’m getting my educational degree. I love kids. I can’t wait until the day I become a mom. I won’t be like mine at all. My children will know and see the love I have for them. I love them now even though I haven’t met their father yet. 
 
    Someday. 
 
    “Are you doing anything fun this weekend?” 
 
    Her dark eyes glitter with excitement. “We are going to the hospital to see my new cousin, and then I’m going to build a snowman.” 
 
    “Really? A new baby sounds like a lot of fun.” She continues to talk excitedly about her new baby boy cousin, making my cheeks start to hurt from my smile. 
 
    When we round the corner, a large hand wraps around my upper arm, bringing not only myself to a stop but Kelsey and her mom as well. “Can I talk to you?” My chest tightens, and my smile turns to shock when I hear Chamberlain’s voice right above my ear. His hot breath tickles the tendrils of hair that are falling from my bun and cause my skin to break out in goose bumps. 
 
    “Are you okay, Miss Cunningham?” Kelsey’s voice manages to help me regain my composure. 
 
    Smiling down at her, I nod. “You have a great weekend. I’ll see you on Monday, and you can tell me all about your cousin and your snowman.” With a wave, she skips off with her mom. 
 
    I close my eyes to try to rein in my breathing. Thankfully, I’m already wearing my coat so Chamberlain won’t be able to see that my labored breathing, or the fact that my chest is tingling, causing my nipples to stick straight out. 
 
    Taking one last deep breath, I turn to look up at him. He is in sweats rather than the shorts from earlier and has a hoodie on that forms to his giant build. “Can I help you?” I squeak out.  
 
    God, he is far more handsome up close. 
 
    His brooding face lifts into a full megawatt smile that blows me back. “Come have lunch with me.” It isn’t a question; it’s a demand, and I don’t like it. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Yes, take me anywhere please! 
 
    I silence my thoughts and turn to leave, but this time, he grabs my hand. The contact of his bare flesh against mine is overwhelming and sends a burst of sensations through my body. 
 
    Stay strong, K.C. He’s a player. 
 
    “Why not?” He sounds offended. He probably never gets turned down. 
 
    “Well …” I shake his hand off me and look over my shoulder at him. “For one, I don’t even know your name, and second, the whole player thing doesn’t do it for me.” I take another step away from him before he stops me again. 
 
    “Chamberlain. My name is Chamberlain Lawrence.” His voice is gentler now, less demanding. 
 
    Nodding more to myself than him, I turn and extend my hand. “Nice to meet you, Chamberlain. My name is K.C. Cunningham.” 
 
    When he takes my hand again, the same feeling ignites my body. But this time, it is his turn to react. His hand lays frozen in mine while his eyes bore into our linked hands. 
 
    I clear my throat, breaking his stupor. “The answer is still no, I’m afraid.” I amaze myself on how calm and collected I remain. 
 
    “Because I’m a player?” He almost sounds defeated, but I’m not fooled. “You’re smokin’ hot, babe, even if you appear to be an ice queen. I’m totally interested. Just give me a chance.” He follows behind me to the front of the center. 
 
    “I’m not a temperature, Chamberlain.” He laughs, but it’s a nervous one. I stop in my tracks, causing him to bump into me. Turning around, I glare up at him, suddenly very angry. “I’m serious,” I growl. “A girl likes to be told how she looks by a guy but not in that way. It offends me and does nothing but anger me.” 
 
    He scratches his neck, regarding me closely. “Fine.” His deep blue eyes pierce into my pale ones. “What if I told you your ice blue eyes freeze me with a single glance while taking my breath away, and your golden blond hair and the warm smile you give your students are the only things that thaw me, warming my whole body?” He looks down and kicks the floor. “That better?” 
 
    Just like that, what I thought of him has changed completely. No man who is looking for something quick would spend the time to think of those words, let alone actually say them. 
 
    “Okay,” I say softly after a moment or two of silence. 
 
    His surprised eyes snap up to me. “Really?” 
 
    I shrug. “Why not?” I’m curious now, and I’m not risking anything. He’s captivated me from the moment I saw him, and now, I have a chance to get to know him. It’s another step into my own life. “When do you …” 
 
    “NOW!” he demands before I can get my question out. He wraps his large hand around mine, hauling me out into the winter’s day. “I know a great little diner a few miles away …” He stops us in front of an old rusted car. I can’t even tell the make of it. He unlocks it and stops midway. “Unless you have plans?” Hope and excitement fill his eyes so much that I giggle and shake my head. “Great, you’ll have to climb in from this side. The passenger side only opens from the inside. Sorry.” I look up at him as he looks away, ashamed. 
 
    How cute. 
 
    “That’s fine.” I climb in after he grabs my bag and puts it in the backseat. The smell of sweat and dirty clothes takes over my senses and causes me to cringe. Not once does it register that this could be a horrible idea. That maybe I should drive my own car. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks as he gets in and starts the car. To my surprise, it starts right away. “Sorry to rush this, but I didn’t want you to get away,” he mutters as he fiddles with the temperature controls. I do my best not to outwardly show how much his words affect me and how disgusting his car smells. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I whisper and watch him in silence. An awkward silence fills the car as he pulls us into the Boston traffic and drives us toward this diner he wants to take me to. Glancing from the corner of my eye, I see a change in him. He seems more nervous now with an overall excitement. He kind of reminds me of my students, making me laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” He steals a quick look at me with his own small smile. 
 
    “Nothing.” I shake my head. “You’re just not who I thought you would be.” 
 
    Please, be real. 
 
    “Never judge a book by the cover, panda. I could probably say the same about you if I hadn’t been watching you this week. You’re not the ice queen you look like. There is nothing icy about you; you’re too warm.” 
 
    That causes me to blush and bite my lip as I look away from him and out the window. I don’t recognize this part of town. But I rarely go anywhere outside of home, the center, and the university unless it is to do something for my parents. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    WE ARRIVE AT our destination quickly, much sooner than I thought. It is a tiny fifties-style dinner. 
 
    “They have great food,” Chamberlain offers before jumping out. The car rocks, and I slam into the door panel not expecting the movement. I open the door and cringe at the mangled noise that comes from it. 
 
    Who drives something in this shape? 
 
    I take back my thoughts because it’s possible this is all he and his family can afford. I step out and slide on the ice. I try to recover, but I fail, and Chamberlain’s arm wraps around my middle before I fall face first. 
 
    My back is pulled to his front. “You okay?” His breath beats against my cheek. 
 
    Exhaling, I nod. He lets go and takes my hand, guiding me into the diner. 
 
    I’ve never held hands with a guy before. Timothy puts his hand on my lower back to guide me, and I’ve hooked my arm around his plenty of times, but I’ve never laced my fingers with his. Same with the couple of dates I’ve been on. We never got to the handholding. We barely managed conversation. 
 
    Chamberlain’s hand is far from soft; it is calloused and rough from delivering blows to various objects. But it is warm and continues to spread the warmth through me. 
 
    We enter the diner, and Chamberlain is greeted with various hellos from most of the people around the small room including the waitresses and the cook through his small window. “Take a seat. I’ll grab you a menu.” He leaves me to look around for an empty space. 
 
    Table or booth? 
 
    I settle with a booth and slide into the side just as Chamberlain comes back and slides into the seat across from me, handing me a menu. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Pretty much everything is great here,” he offers as he leans back in his seat. I quickly find something that looks good when the waitress walks up. “Hi, Rose. This is K.C.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I say politely to the older woman. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time you find a polite one, young man.” She slaps him with her notepad. Chamberlain lets out another nervous laugh. “Ready to order, honey?” 
 
    I close the menu and hand it back to her. “I will have the cheeseburger with everything except ketchup with fries and a Pepsi, please.” She looks a little taken aback by my order, and so does Chamberlain, but it doesn’t stop the smile that comes back to his rough, handsome face. 
 
    “Make that two, please.” She writes it all down and walks away, saying she would bring our drinks to us soon. “Wow, panda, that surprises me. Someone tiny like you ordering that big of a meal.” I don’t know if it is a compliment or not. 
 
    I’m not tiny. 
 
    “It’s my cheat day. I make sure it’s on a day my mother won’t be around much,” I offer before I realize what floodgate I just opened, causing me to cringe. 
 
    If he notices, he doesn’t say anything. “It’s my cheat day too. My weekends are usually too busy to try to get a burger in.” He laughs. “So tell me about yourself, K.C. What does K.C. stand for?” 
 
    I smile that he somehow picked up on the fact that my name is initials. “You want to try your hand at twenty questions?” I lift a brow in challenge. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” He sits back in his seat, draping an arm over the back to get comfortable and wait for my answer. 
 
    “Katherine Carrie Cunningham. To which I might add I hate. I prefer K.C.” 
 
    “What about Katie?” he muses. 
 
    I lift my shoulders. “I guess that’s okay too. As long as it isn’t Katherine.” 
 
    “Okay,” he replies. “From now on, you’re Katie to me.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Only me.” His warning causes my body to vibrate with a sensation I’ve become accustomed to feeling when he is near. My lower belly tightens and my breathing picks up again. “Your turn,” he whispers. 
 
    I take a deep breath to calm my body, but it doesn’t help. On my inhale, his scent comes with it; a mix of sweat and cologne that I find intoxicating. 
 
    I struggle to think of something. “How old are you?” He doesn’t look much older than I am. His jaw is squared and covered in a light layer of stubble, which I find suits him. His nose isn’t perfectly straight. His lips are pouty and full, making the urge to kiss him overwhelming. 
 
    Growing up, I thought something was wrong with me because no one ever caught my eye. While girls in school talked about having a crush on a celebrity or two, I did not. For the longest time, I played it off because I knew Timothy was my fate. My attraction to Chamberlain proves that I’m not broken, and it feels amazing. 
 
    So this is what I’ve been missing. 
 
    “I just turned twenty-one last month.” Rose returns with our drinks and tells us our meal will be another couple of minutes. “Same question.” 
 
    “Nineteen. I’ll turn twenty this fall.” I take a tentative drink. I’m starting to relax with him. “What do you do for a living?” I’m a little confused at seeing him at the oddest hours at the center and wonder if he has a job or is living off his parents like I’m trying not to do. 
 
    “I work part-time at a garage changing oil and doing tire rotations, and I fight on the weekends.” 
 
    “Fight?” 
 
    “Well …” He rubs the top of his head. “They aren’t legal fights, underground stuff for now. I hope to make it big time someday.” 
 
    “That’s what you want to do with your life?” 
 
    Fight? 
 
    Well, he certainly has the build for it. “Does that make much money?” I’m not sure why I’m surprised he actually fights. After all, he usually works out in a fighting gym. 
 
    Way to go, K.C. 
 
    Make him think I’m a total airhead. 
 
    “That’s three questions, Katie.” He holds up three thick fingers and winks at me. “Yes, I’ve wanted to be a professional fighter since my dad took me to my first fight. And actually, it does pay pretty well. Like any professional sport, there are sponsors and endorsements.” 
 
    Rose brings our food, and we start to eat. “My turn. What does your family do for a living?” Chamberlain asks while prepping his food with mustard and ketchup. 
 
    I drop my fry in shock. “You mean you don’t know?” 
 
    He frowns. “Should I? We just formally met.” 
 
    “Aren’t you from around here? Your accent indicates you are.” 
 
    “Born and raised.” His sharp eyes focus on me, waiting for my answer. 
 
    “Okay.” I lift my shoulders and move to sit up straight. “My father is a politician, and my mother is a bored trophy wife with nothing better to do.” 
 
    “Local or national?” He takes a giant bite out of his burger and then wipes the juice that comes down the side of his mouth, temporarily distracting me. 
 
    “Uh … national.” I can’t help but stare at his mouth. “He’s one of the senators for Massachusetts. I rarely see him, and it’s for the better. I don’t get along with my parents.” 
 
    “At least they are around.” He says it in a flat, forlorn voice. 
 
    Has he lost his? 
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if you met them,” I mumble as I pick my fry back up. Chamberlain mutters something softly that I don’t pick up and choose to ignore it. “My sister is just as bad. She is the exact copy of our mother. All three of them are controlling and manipulative. When people learn my last name, they either want something from me or assume I’m like them.” Now, I feel humiliated. I know how it feels to be judged, and that is just what I have done to him. 
 
    “You have a warm soul. I can tell.” He reaches over and gives my hand a reassuring squeeze before returning to his food. 
 
    “Thank you. You don’t seem to be what I thought you were. I should know better than to judge others.” I feel ashamed. 
 
    “You’re making it up to me.” He takes a drink and is about to say something when my phone interrupts him. I glance down at the angry text from my mother demanding me to come home. 
 
    I groan and fall back against my seat. 
 
    So it begins early. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “My mother wants me home. I usually am by now.” I feel defeated. I’m not dealing with this anymore. Tonight is the night I tell her she can’t control me anymore. I’m ready for that fight. “Could you take me back to my car, please?” I feel bad. I was really enjoying his company. For once, someone was actually interested in me. 
 
    “Sure, let me pay, and we will go.” 
 
    I grab my things and pull on my coat while I wait for him. Rose raises up to kiss his cheek and then waves at me as we leave. “What are your goals in life?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I blink up at him as he drives us back to the center. 
 
    “Well, you know mine. What are yours?” 
 
    “To become a teacher. I love kids.” 
 
    “I can tell … I see the way you are with your ballet students.” 
 
    I want to ask him how often he watches me in my class, but I hold back. “I’m secretly taking a few classes without my parents’ knowledge. I still need to tell them that. They want me to get a law degree and follow in my father’s footsteps. I want my own life … I want freedom.” I whisper the last part looking down at my hands. “I’m planning to tell them tonight. They won’t be happy.” 
 
    “Parents should be understanding and support you no matter what your choices are.” 
 
    “Are your parents?” I peek at him to find a sad smile. 
 
    “They would be if either was alive.” 
 
    I gasp. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. My dad died when I was thirteen, and my mom when I was sixteen.” He’s been on his own for five years? Now, I feel horrible complaining about mine. “They gave me their love and support while they were alive. I’ll carry it with me.” He nods with a happier grin. “And make sure I pass it on to my kids one day.” 
 
    “Twenty-one and already thinking of a family of your own?” I tease, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Of course, I don’t want to be alone anymore …” He glances over at me. “I just need to find the right woman to join the journey.” Something about the look in his eyes takes my breath away. It holds a set promise to his statement that makes me wonder if he already found her. 
 
    Then why bother with me? 
 
    When we reach my car, I almost don’t want to get out of his stink trap. I want to tell him to keep driving and take me away from the hell that awaits me at home. “Thank you … for lunch.” I lean over and give him a small kiss on the cheek before I open the door and climb out. 
 
    “Wait!” Chamberlain grabs my hand to stop me. “Katie, I want to see you again.” 
 
    “I would like that.” The glee I feel is electrifying. I’m so excited. “Do you have a phone?” I ask. 
 
    Seriously? What a stupid question! 
 
    He quickly slides one out of his hoodie pocket and hands it to my outstretched hand. I add my number in under “Katie,” feeling giddy knowing only he will call me that. “Call me and we’ll figure something out. Thank you, Chamberlain.” I almost don’t recognize my own voice. It is husky and heavy. Chamberlain licks his bottom lip and nods. 
 
    I smile once more, and with a wave, I shut his door and walk to my car. He sits in his until mine warms up enough to leave. He follows me until he turns off to go his own way. I can’t help the smile and this wonderful feeling filling my body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    MY GOOD MOOD is nearly killed when I pull into the driveway and see my father’s driver, Tony, pulling the Town Car into the garage. 
 
    So he’s decided to join us this weekend. 
 
    My father only comes home for weekends every other week, and this week, he wasn’t supposed to be here. This makes what I need to do easier. I don’t have to repeat myself or listen to my mom spew something to my father that is far from the truth. 
 
    I wave to Tony as I get out of my car and head to the house. He waves back and turns back to whatever he does after he finishes driving my father. He is a relatively new member of my parents’ staff. When he first started, he would always have my car waiting for me, which bothered me. How did he know I was awake and leaving at that time? 
 
    I started parking outside, and I started to feel better. But soon, the eerie feeling returned about him after Fiona told me she catches him watching me from time to time. I usually hurry on my way and avoid him when he is here. 
 
    I learned to take the side door into the house for a reason. My mother is at her usual post at the front door when I walk in. Her evil dog is under her arm, snarling at me. Actually, both of them are. She gasps in horror as I removed my coat, but her face doesn’t break. “You went out in public like this?” She sneers as her eyes move down to my tennis shoe feet and back up to the top of my head that holds a messy bun. “Katherine, what if someone saw you?” 
 
    I square off my shoulders. 
 
    I’m not backing down this time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mother. Do I embarrass you that much?” I cock my head to the side, never breaking eye contact with her. “I’m nineteen years old, an adult; I can dress and do as I please. I don’t appreciate being treated like a diseased child you were stuck with.” I take a step closer to her. “And people did see me; I was in public, after all.” I walk past her only to have her grab my arm. 
 
    “You live under my roof, and as such, you will dress and behave as you are told. Do not be an ungrateful brat.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I gaze into her eyes. “I refuse to be a Stepford wife, and as such, I will not be told what to do anymore. I run my own life.” I jerk my arm from her. “I’m not ungrateful. Father’s money has given me a wonderful education, but there are just some things in this world that not everyone wants.” I leave her, mouth gaping open, as I march up to my room and lock myself in my small fortress. 
 
    My phone chimes just as I drop my bag at the foot of my bed. It’s a number I don’t know. 
 
    Unknown: Hope you made it home safely. 
 
    Me: Who is this? 
 
    Unknown: It’s me, panda. 
 
    A smile and a warm feeling resurface when I see the nickname Chamberlain has given me. 
 
    Me: Hi. 
 
    How lame am I? 
 
    Me: I did, did you? 
 
    I hit send and don’t get a chance to get a reply when my room phone goes off. My parents are old school, and when mine rings, it only means one thing I’m in trouble. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “My office … now.” He hangs up, and I sigh. This is the only way he will communicate with any of us when he is home. My mother and Zoey don’t mind, but I think it is cold and so detached. 
 
    It’s time to rip the Band-Aid off. 
 
    I quickly braid my hair as I head downstairs to the back corner of the house where my father’s office hides. Growing up, it was a forbidden area, and the only place Zoey got into more trouble than I did. She thought she was entitled to everything, still does, and would go in there all the time. As I got older, I went in there a handful of times, usually because I had upset him and my mother. 
 
    I lightly knock before I enter. As I thought, my mother is standing behind and off to the side of my father. He sits behind his desk, which is covered with stacks of papers. His elbows are resting on his desk while his hands are steepled, his index fingers pushing against his bottom lip. 
 
    He isn’t pleased. 
 
    Both sets of eyes follow me as I walk across the room and come to stand in front of the desk. 
 
    “Katherine.” 
 
    “Father.” I don’t offer any more of a greeting. We aren’t here to catch up and exchange pleasantries. 
 
    “Katherine, you have upset your mother with your aggression toward her. Apologize.” 
 
    Of course, she calls me sticking up for myself aggression. 
 
    I take a deep breath and keep my eyes leveled with his. “No.” 
 
    “Why, you ungrateful little bit-” 
 
    “Carol!” My father’s sharp scold jolts both my mother and me. He returns his focus to me when he knows she won’t say another word. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m tired of being picked on, of being told what to do, and how to do it. I’m taking control of my life starting now. No more.” I do my best to keep up this tough front. I’m struggling, but I need him to see how serious I am. I won’t back down; I am strong. 
 
    “How so?” He sits back in his chair but remains sitting up straight and proper. “You live under our roof; you are our daughter and will obey our rules.” 
 
    I frown. “I will to a point, but you are no longer running my life. I will not allow it anymore.” I take a deep breath and get ready to break the first news to them. “I do not want to go to Princeton and I certainly do not want a life as a lawyer or politician.” 
 
    My mother gasps as my father’s eyes widen the tiniest amount before the look of anger takes over. “You will-” 
 
    “No, I will not.” I cut him off. 
 
    Stay strong. 
 
    “How dare you interrupt me?” 
 
    “That’s what happens when you raise a daughter to become a great politician. Do you really know any women politicians? None of them would allow someone else to run and dictate their lives. It’s your own fault I’m this way. Please learn to deal with it.” Anger labors my breathing, and I swear I’m seeing red. “I want to pursue something I am passionate about, and it isn’t law. I don’t care if you refuse to fund my education, but at least I still want to get one, unlike others who live off their family’s wealth.” 
 
    Much like Zoey plans to do. 
 
    I’m doing it. If I could, I would be patting myself on the back right back now. I’m making fair points, and there is no way he can rebuff them. 
 
    For a long five minutes, we all are silent. My father is mulling over my declaration in his head while my mother shoots daggers at me. A cold sweat has broken out on the back of my neck, and it takes all my strength not to reach up and wipe it away. I’m growing more uncomfortable by the second. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he came back to say that I had no choice, that I’m stuck. 
 
    “Fine.” My eyes shoot up to my father. “I will allow you to go forth with whatever education you want … but you must attend your first year at Princeton. I have already sent the tuition check, and your classes and dorm room are already lined up. If, after your first year, there is no passion for it, then I will support your decisions.” 
 
    Both my mother and I are in shock; I just hide mine better than she does. “Do you agree, Katherine?” he asks before looking back at his papers. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Good.” And with that, I am dismissed, but I’m not finished. He waves my mother to mix him a drink and picks up his pen again. When I don’t move, he looks up at me over the rim of his glasses. “Something else, Katherine?” 
 
    “Yes.” I breathe. I’m far more nervous about this one. 
 
    My mother slowly makes her way back over, watching me cynically. “I do not want to nor will I marry Timothy. I will no longer be on his arm in any public or social setting. I will bring my own date that I see fit.” Again, my mother gasps. I don’t allow them to say a word before I continue. “I do not want to be trapped in a loveless marriage, to have my children never feel the love of their father …” I look straight into my father’s eyes. “To be at home, knowing full well he has a mistress out there keeping him better company and happier than I can.” 
 
    It’s a well-known fact that my father has a mistress or two, another reason for Fiona’s employment. I learned that he had a ‘fling’ with the cook before Fiona. This was all from my ailing grandmother before she passed. 
 
    “Timothy and I have grown up together, and no love has ever formed between us. Most times, we can’t even stand one another. I’m always messing up something even when I don’t mean to.” 
 
    “Everyone expects it … a marriage between the two of you,” my mother hisses. 
 
    Yes, I’m well aware of that. 
 
    Our wedding date is set, location picked, and honeymoon destination decided, and he hasn’t even proposed yet. 
 
    “Let Zoey marry him. That’s what they both want.” This surprises my father but not my mother; she already knows how Zoey feels. She would become his mistress anyway. “He is everything Zoey wants, and she is the same to him. They look better together, and I do hear whispers from time to time at social outings that no one understands why he bothers with me. I’m a ‘lost cause.’” 
 
    And I’m happy to stay that way. 
 
    I add one last thing that I know will be the kicker. “I would just be an embarrassment to both families.” 
 
    My father agrees with this through a simple nod. “Agreed.” I thought it would hurt more than it did to hear him agree with me about being an embarrassment, but it doesn’t. Instead, the weight is slowly lifting. He reaches for his phone; his voice is far gentler than my calls. “Zoey? My office, please.” I resist the temptation to roll my eyes. 
 
    Of course, she gets the special treatment. 
 
    “Katherine, is there more or are we finished?” 
 
    “Nothing more,” I grind out and then leave. When I’m out of the room, I fall against the wall and let out a huge breath of relief. 
 
    “You can’t let her do this, Douglas.” The door didn’t close all the way, but my parents don’t know that. “She’ll ruin her life and the reputation of this family.” 
 
    “I have no intention of keeping my word about schooling. She will have a law degree and fall into place.” 
 
    “And Timothy?” 
 
    “A minor setback. I agree with her, though. She would be a complete embarrassment; she already is. Zoey is much more suited to being a wife of a politician. We will just have to find someone better equipped to deal with Katherine.” 
 
    I huff before I kick off the wall and walk away. 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    FIONA EYES ME suspiciously as I proudly walk into the kitchen. Somehow, I managed to avoid Zoey on my trek across the house. 
 
    “Something’s different about you,” she notes as I take my usual seat. Tonight, I’m dining with her, and she doesn’t get to fight over it with me now. 
 
    “I feel different, Fiona,” I state with a bright, all-teeth smile. “I finally told them off.” And even though they do not intend to keep their word, I don’t care. A lot can happen in a year and by this time next year, I know I will be out of their reach. 
 
    “Really?” She arches a brow at me and then breaks into her own smile. “About damn time. I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall during that conversation.” 
 
    “It was tense, but I feel freer now.” I grab an apple from the basket and take a bite. 
 
    “Good for you.” She goes back to her meal prep. 
 
    “I had lunch with him today,” I say almost smugly. 
 
    “Lunch? With who?” 
 
    “The guy I was telling you about. His name is Chamberlain.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And what brought about this change? The K.C. I know was always too shy to have lunch with a man she didn’t know.” 
 
    I blush at her teasing. “He talked to me after my class today and said some things that changed my mind.” My eyes focus on the apple cradled in my hands. “I had him all wrong. He may look like a lethal guy on the outside, but from what I’ve seen so far, the inside is nice and soft.” I can’t get his thick Boston accent and deep blue eyes out of my head. 
 
    It’s puppy love - has to be. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, so I shouldn’t be getting this swooped up by the first guy to actually see me. I can’t seem to help it, though. His comment about maybe finding the woman to share his journey with hits me, though. What if I’m just someone to keep him company while he figures out how to get her? 
 
    I take another bite and find Fiona standing wide-eyed in shock above me. “It’s finally happened …” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You … meeting someone.” She answers too quickly as if she’s hiding something. Turning back to her work, she changes the subject. “Go get washed up.” 
 
    I hop down and head out the door. 
 
    “Oh, and K.C.?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “I’d really like to meet him someday.” I would like nothing more than that, but I’m getting ahead of myself. There has to be something more than just one meal between us. I’d much rather have someone I may date meet Fiona than my parents and sister. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    WHY DID I bother to come dress shopping with them? 
 
    I’m about to lose it. I should have just snuck out and found a dress without my mother. The only thing that has made today easier is the texts I keep getting from Chamberlain. 
 
    Me: What do you do on the weekends? 
 
    I quickly type out another question for him and send it before my mother comes back with another gown for me to try on. 
 
    With the gala slowly easing its way closer, my mother seems rushed to find the right dresses for Zoey, my Grandmother Hendricks, herself, and me as well. This morning, when she came to ask me, it was awkward and extremely tense. But then she said please, and I decided to show her that I wasn’t completely isolating myself from their lifestyle. As long as I live in their home, I will have to attend these events. 
 
    When I finally move out, I’m done with the events, the parties, and even visiting. They can put in the effort that I did for so many years. 
 
    And now, I’m in a dressing room at a high-end boutique, trying on all the gowns my mother thrusts into my arms. 
 
    Grandmother Hendricks, an older, far crabbier version of my mother, sits on one of the sofas in the back room dictating to us girls what looks fine and which ones make us look like whores. She and I have never gotten along. She also isn’t the warm, grandmotherly type. Not like my Grandmother Cunningham was toward me. 
 
    Chamberlain: I usually have a fight or two…bored right now. 
 
    Me: Where do you fight? 
 
    “Katherine, try this one on.” My mother’s voice comes from outside the curtain. I poke my head out and grab the awful pea-green dress that waits in front of my nose. “Oh, Zoey. You look stunning in that dress.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mommy.” 
 
    What is wrong with my sister? 
 
    She sounds like a child calling my mother “Mommy.” Mother isn’t a term I prefer, but my mother doesn’t deserve to be just mom. 
 
    “Mother, you aren’t allowed to drink back here.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Grandmother Hendricks is a lush. 
 
    Chamberlain: Underground stuff, I’ll take you sometime. What r u up to? 
 
    Me: Gown shopping. =( 
 
    Chamberlain: Need some help? ;) 
 
    I giggle and tell him a firm no. First off, we don’t really know one another and secondly, my mother would have a fit … 
 
    On second thought … 
 
    I zip up the side of the gown and open the curtain for another inspection. “Take that God awful thing off, Katherine!” Grandmother practically yells, leading my mother to scold her. 
 
    I hear snickering and turn to find Zoey is, once again, in a breathtaking gown, and she’s laughing at me. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, Carol, give her something decent to wear. Go take that off now, Katherine.” She sends me happily away. She may be just like my mother, but at least she wants me to look nice. The other two don’t care if I wear a trash bag. 
 
    “I’ll find her a gown.” 
 
    “Wait, Mother!” Their footsteps fade as I slide out of the gown. 
 
    I’m just standing up straight, reaching for my phone, when the curtain flies open and Zoey marches in. “Is it true?” she demands, hands on her bare hips. 
 
    “What?” I try my best to cover myself. “Do you mind, Zoey?” 
 
    She ignores me. If looks could kill, I would be dead. “Is it true that you passed off Timothy to me?” 
 
    Why is she so angry? I thought she would be happy about this. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Her nearly anorexic face turns a deep shade of purple as if she is holding her breath like a toddler. During moments like this, it’s obvious how truly different we are from each other. She has the body of a runway model, too thin in my opinion, and the palest skin, while I’m tanned and fuller. She’s a spoiled brat while I just want to be able to make my own way in life. 
 
    “Do you know how this will make me look?” She doesn’t wait for my reply. “Of course you didn’t because you don’t think. I will look ridiculous! That I’m getting your used goods.” She sneers. 
 
    That’s how she sees him? 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, I do! Don’t you care at all?” She stomps her foot. 
 
    For the love of … 
 
    “Zoey.” I take a deep breath. “No one believes that Timothy and I are a good match, but you two are. Just act like you stole him from me. I won’t care.” 
 
    Besides, I will have Chamberlain, I hear whispered into the back of my head. Maybe, I will have him. 
 
    She eyes me for a moment, her calculating eyes searching for something. And then she is gone, storming out of my dressing room without bothering to close the curtain. 
 
    I quickly slide it closed and slump down into the chair in the corner. 
 
    Chamberlain: I would really like to take you out again sometime … maybe next week? 
 
    Me: I would love that. 
 
    And just like that, my smile is back. I spend the next three hours trying on almost every gown in the boutique that is in my size until we find one. I also end up with a new pair of shoes and a matching bag. Those were forced. I have plenty of shoes and bags at home that would have worked, but my mother won’t allow it. 
 
    We have a charity fundraiser in April that they also bought dresses for, but I sat that one out. I already own the one I want to wear for that one, and no one will change that. 
 
    I don’t hear from Chamberlain after we settled on another date. It was as if he just vanished after seeing if I wanted to see him again. 
 
    That’s because there is someone else. 
 
    No, I’m not going to think that way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    FOR THE SECOND day in a row, disappointment fills me when I don’t see Chamberlain at the rec center. Sure, we’ve talked via text messages, and he has called me once, but the fact he hasn’t shown up here still feels like some sort of rejection. 
 
    I was surprised when he called me Sunday night. If I could just listen to him talk nonsense for the rest of my days, I would be happy. His voice had the same effect on me as it did when we were talking are in person. This lust I’m feeling for him is incredible. 
 
    The rest of this weekend was completely uneventful. The only thing I enjoyed was talking to Chamberlain. Late Saturday night, he text me to apologize for leaving me hanging. He was at a fight. But that’s all he said. 
 
    Zoey was pleased when we finished dress shopping. That rarely happens when I’m with them. It was far too easy for her to let go of the whole Timothy debacle. I’m instantly on guard, because when she gets like this, she is usually plotting something. 
 
    Even when she gets what she wants, she can still be vindictive and revengeful. That leaves me on my toes. I try my best to lock my bedroom door whenever I leave, but I’ve caught her on numerous occasions going through my room. 
 
    Today, I’m feeling a little lonely as I head to my car to get to the university for my new class. Being a half semester class, it started later than the other two I am taking. I thought three classes was a good way to end my first year. I probably should have taken a couple more, but I didn’t want to run the risk of someone finding one of my books. 
 
    I’m almost to my car when I hear my name shouted from behind me. But what gets my heart racing is that the name called is Katie, not K.C. 
 
    Whipping around, I find Chamberlain jogging toward me. He is a glorious sight. His low hanging sweats rest on his hips in the sexiest way I’ve ever seen. He is in one of his bodybuilder tanks again. My mouth waters at the sight of his bare, tattooed arms. I think I may swoon. 
 
    My semi-functioning brain only manages a whispered, “Hi,” and a small wave when he comes to a stop in front of me. The fog clears from my mind and vision when I clock the bruise on his left cheek. My eyes widen in horror, and I quickly look over the rest of his body that I can visibly see. I find more on his ribcage. 
 
    “Oh God, Chamberlain, are you okay?” 
 
    When I return to his face, a smile is pulled wide on it. “I like how you say my name, Katie.” He steps into my space and quickly pecks me on the lips. Shocks run rampant through my body, and I’m left speechless, again. “I’m okay …” he whispers, not backing out of my space. I like this; it feels right. “I’m a tough guy and have had it worse. You should see the other guy.” 
 
    My voice remains a whisper because my vocal cords seem broken by seeing him hurt. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” His arms wrap around me, and he rests his hands on my lower back, caging me in his embrace. I can feel the heat of him through my coat. “Wait …” I push back from him, placing my hands on his chest and trying my best to control the hormones going into overdrive by this simple, innocent embrace. “Where’s your coat?” 
 
    He laughs and pulls me to his chest, pinning my hands between us. His chest vibrates against mine and my cheek. “God, you’re too cute.” 
 
    Cute? 
 
    My nose wrinkles as he kisses my hair and then pulls back to look into my eyes. His are sparkling with delight. “Have lunch with me again today? Say in a half hour?” I deflate a little. “What? What’s the matter?” His delight clouds over with concern. 
 
    “I have a new class to get to. Otherwise, I would.” I pout. 
 
    “Hey.” He runs the rough pad on his thumb over my bottom lip, pulling it free and causing his eyes to darken. “Dinner then. Say tomorrow night, maybe?” I nod. “I need to hear the words, Katie,” he demands softly. 
 
    With that tone right there, I would do anything for this man. As long as he demanded it just like that. 
 
    “Okay. Dinner tomorrow night.” My body flutters right along with the butterflies in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at six?” 
 
    Oh, no! 
 
    I shake my head to the point I might give myself whiplash. There is no way I’m letting him near my house yet. It’s too soon. I need to prepare him for that show. “I’ll meet you somewhere,” I practically rush out. 
 
    Chamberlain tilts his head back and takes a deep breath, his exhale bellows out around us. “Okay, we’ll do this your way.” He looks back down with a darker gaze. “For now.” 
 
    The implied threat causes strange things to happen to my body and mind. My breasts tingle as they rub against my bra, and I want nothing more than to have his rough hands encasing them. I want to reach up on my tiptoes and seal our lips with a kiss that would rival the best in any movie. 
 
    Once we have settled on a location - a pizza place I’ve never heard of - and he’s given me the address, Chamberlain kisses me sweetly once more. It is far too brief, but at least I got one. I could get addicted to his kisses. 
 
    Good grief, what has come over me? 
 
    “Good luck in your class. I’ll call you later.” His eyes penetrate me until I reply. 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Later.” A wry grin spreads over his face, and he turns, walking with purpose back to the center while I get in my car. I really hope this goes somewhere. I could see myself with him already. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    AFTER GOING INTO the wrong building, I rush into the right building and classroom. I’m both surprised and relieved to see the instructor isn’t even here yet. I’ve had the textbook for this class for a month now and have already read it twice and made notes. I’m a little bit of an overachiever, but I’d much rather be prepared. 
 
    I take a seat in the middle of the room at a desk and get both my textbook and notebook out. 
 
    “Fuckin’ awesome.” Something about that voice pulls at my memory. I look up and see Scott walking into the room followed by a couple of girls, but his focus is on me. 
 
    He wastes no time bounding up the stairs and pulling out the chair next to me at my table and taking a seat. 
 
    “Scott, I thought you were going to sit with us,” one of the girls whines. She has a tiny pout on her round face. She has light brown hair that cascades down around her shoulders. She’s stunning, but her voice is rather annoying. 
 
    “Sorry, Lizzy. I don’t want K.C. here to be lonely.” He puts his arm around me, causing me to frown up at him and my nose to wrinkle. 
 
    The other girl - strawberry blond, thin, and just as beautiful - rolls her eyes and glares at me. “Whatever.” She grabs her friend’s arm and guides her to a table across the room. 
 
    “Don’t be a bitch, Amber!” Scott shouts after her and then turns his attention to me, a devil-may-care grin in place. 
 
    I’m suddenly nervous. She must be the Amber they were referring to when I was eavesdropping. 
 
    “And how are you on this fine day, lil’ bit?” 
 
    “Lil’ bit?” I regard him and open my notebook. “I’m good. How are you?” 
 
    “Oh, just dandy now that my buddy isn’t beating the ever-living shit out of me during our workouts and drills.” He gets his own stuff out. “I heard you two have plans tomorrow night.” He isn’t quiet about it. I can feel Amber and Lizzy’s glares on me. 
 
    Is Chamberlain trying to make one of them jealous? 
 
    Scott tilts his head back, so he is looking at them upside down and then back at me. “Ignore them. They are bitches.” 
 
    “Who seem to think they own you,” I mutter and focus back on my open book. 
 
    “Them? No way in hell.” He laughs. “Lizzy is hot and heavy for me, but with a fine specimen like myself, it would be a shame to give my body to just one girl.” I shake my head and laugh at how ridiculous he sounds. “Besides, the chick is psycho.” 
 
    He’s what I thought Chamberlain was like. 
 
    “Now Amber, she does think she owns C, but he wouldn’t touch her with a fifty-foot pole.” He leans down to whisper to me. “Ten isn’t long enough.” With that, I snort a laugh. “She had her chance and fucked it up.” 
 
    Really? 
 
    “Not my story to tell, lil’ bit.” Scott sees my question and then turns back to the front of the classroom as our ethics instructor and the rest of the class walk in. 
 
    Then why was he suggesting that Chamberlain sleep with her the other night? 
 
    Is she easy? 
 
    Do they share history? 
 
    Throughout class, I focus on everything the teacher says and try my best to ignore all the comments coming from Scott’s mouth. A few of them made me laugh; he can be pretty obnoxious, like a dirty-minded big brother. 
 
    “Damn, I found my study buddy. When C isn’t taking up your time, you’re going to help me survive this class.” Scott comments at my notes before we pack up to leave. 
 
    “Sure, I’ve never had a study partner before.” I have always preferred my own company to others in high school. “Aren’t you going to wait for your friends?” 
 
    He waves them off. “They aren’t really friends. Just annoying girls who follow Chamberlain and me everywhere.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    He throws an arm over my shoulders again. “You, missy, have my boy in knots. I’ve never seen him this way with any chick.” I bristle at the reference of being a chick. “Sorry, I meant woman.” 
 
    “Right,” I drawl out. Scott is pretty carefree, something I’ve never been around, and it’s refreshing. He feels like he could be a great person to have around when you need a good laugh. 
 
    “Anyway, he’s pretty absorbed. You’ve spent one meal with him, and you are all he talks about. Gets kind of sickening after a while. I was surprised you weren’t at his fights last weekend,” he muses. 
 
    “Probably because we are just getting to know one another,” I point out. “He has bruises, you know?” 
 
    He laughs; it’s more of a cackle, but it works for him. “Of course he does. K.C., it’s part of the job. Don’t worry about him. He can handle himself, plus the other guys looked far worse.” 
 
    “So he said,” I mutter. We make our way to the front of the building chatting about our classes. I discover he is undeclared, which is odd for a twenty-one-year-old. At least to me it is. 
 
    “Now, that’s a guy who has spoiled brat written all over him. His toilet paper probably cost more than C’s and my apartment.” Scott laughs. I glance over to where he is pointing and find Timothy. I stop walking, jerking Scott to a halt as well. “What’s the matter, K.C.?” 
 
    “Shh!” I hush him. I turn myself to the wall and grab him, so he is hiding me. “Hide me, please.” I push myself against the wall and bring him closer to block me. 
 
    “What?” He looks around and then settles on Timothy. “Did he do something to you, K.C.? I’ll beat the shit out of him, and then I’ll tell C and …” 
 
    “No, no. Nothing like that.” I shake my head vigorously. “He’s my … ex-boyfriend. He’s seeing my sister now. Well, kind of.” I cringe as I try to explain. It’s so much more messed up. 
 
    “Ex, huh?” His brows rise. “Want to make him jealous?” He waggles his brows while giving me a goofy grin. 
 
    “No.” I pinch my lips to keep from laughing. “Just stand there and tell me when he’s gone. I don’t need him reporting back to my parents.” Scott nods with faux understanding and stands guard until the coast is clear. 
 
    Once we are sure he is gone, we walk out of the building and to my car. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem.” He leans against my car. 
 
    “Can you not say anything to Chamberlain about this, please?” In an instant, the easy going Scott is gone and his replaced with a glaring, raging bull. 
 
    “I don’t keep anything from him, K.C.,” he warns. Even his tone has hardened. His nostrils flare. 
 
    “No!” I put my hands up. “I plan to tell him more, but I want to be the one to tell him about … this.” I wave around and toward the building. “If he asks you, I don’t expect you to lie or cover for me, tell him, but I would like to do it first.” 
 
    He pinches his eyes, and again, his mood changes in a flash. “Okay.” He kicks off my car. “See ya around, study buddy.” He leaves, and I’m concerned that men have worse mood swings than women do. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I ARRIVE HOME shortly before five to an empty house. Fiona explains that Zoey was having dinner with the McGarths and my mother decided to join them. That just left me to enjoy a quiet dinner with Fiona and Diane. We had a nice meal of spaghetti and homemade meatballs and a good laugh about something my mother had done or something that Zoey had said. 
 
    It was our cheap entertainment. 
 
    Once I helped clean up and they went to their apartments, I headed up to my room to do homework and go to bed. 
 
    I’m swaying my hips to the beat of Green Day’s “21 Guns” while brushing my hair and teeth when my phone rings. I rush into my room and grab it off my desk where it was charging. It never rings. 
 
    “’ello…” I say around my toothbrush, trying not to drool. 
 
    “Mind telling me why the hell you were all cozy with my best friend earlier?” Venom and anger fill Chamberlain’s voice. I believe I can hear his teeth grinding through the line. 
 
    “’ang on,” I say as I hurry to the bathroom and spit. “What are you talking about?” I rinse my toothbrush off and put it away. I slide across my tiled floor in my socks on my way back to my room. Even with heated floors, my room is always cold. 
 
    “Why were you hanging all over Scott in class and afterward, Katie?” 
 
    Who would tell him that? 
 
    Wait … I know - Amber and Lizzy. That’s where I would put my money. They didn’t look too happy that Scott wanted to sit with me instead of them. They don’t even know me yet, and they hate me. 
 
    The story of my life. 
 
    “We weren’t, Chamberlain. He only put his arm around my shoulders in class and afterward. Only friendly, though …” 
 
    “What about against the fucking wall?” he growls, cutting me off. 
 
    Wow, he’s angry. 
 
    “He was hiding me from my ex, like I asked him to do. Nothing more.” 
 
    Why am I explaining myself to him? 
 
    It isn’t as if we are dating. And if this is how he is going to be, I don’t think I want a relationship with him. I am just breaking free from my parents’ control; I don’t need to be with someone who wants to control me. 
 
    “That’s all?” His tone is cautious. 
 
    “Of course. I’m not that kind of girl, Chamberlain. In fact, just you thinking that way is insulting.” 
 
    “Thank God.” He cuts me off again. “I didn’t want to beat the shit out of my best friend for going after my girl.” I’m jolted from my anger and tirade at his relief. 
 
    His girl? 
 
    I like that. 
 
    “Y-y-your girl?” I stutter, falling back on my bed after pacing next to it. I suddenly can’t feel my legs shaking. 
 
    “Yeah -” he pauses - “if you want to be?” 
 
    And I’m the cute one. He’s adorable! 
 
    I steady my breathing. I barely know the guy. We should have a few more dates to get to know each other. 
 
    I shake my head of the thoughts. I want this. I’m paving a new way for myself. 
 
    Time to take a leap. 
 
    “Only if you’ll be my guy.” 
 
    Holy moly! I can’t believe I effortlessly oozed seduction into my voice. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah.” He growls again, but this time it does something entirely different to me from before. Goose bumps break out on my flesh, a pulsating need grips me, and my back arches, forcing my chest to strain against my shirt. 
 
    “I like that.” My whisper is still seductive. 
 
    He groans, and I can picture his naked body over mine, sweat dripping onto me from his exertion. 
 
    “Fuck, Katie.” He blows out a haggard breath. “I need to take a shower. I can’t talk to you anymore tonight.” He is flustered, that is easy to tell from his tone. I am, as well, and I’ve barely said anything. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Night, baby.” 
 
    “Night.” I hang up and stare at the ceiling with my phone to my chest. “I’m finally someone’s girlfriend!” I’m giddy. Sure, I was ‘with’ Timothy, but I was never referred to as anything to him. I place my phone on my side table and do my best to try to sleep, but images of Chamberlain showering plague me. How the water cascades down his rippled abs and over his heavily corded thighs. I’ve never seen a penis before, only in anatomy, but I’m sure he is huge. He has to be, in relative size to the rest of him. 
 
    The pressure between my legs becomes unbearable. I squeeze my legs together to try to rid it, but it doesn’t hinder it. Rubbing them together only makes them worse. Finally, I’m able to settle just enough to close my eyes and ease into my dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    I HAVE NEVER been one to fuss over what I wear, but tonight, when I was getting ready, I went through several outfits to find the right one. I know I’ve already impressed Chamberlain, but I wanted to look nice for him. 
 
    I settled on a pair of worn jeans and white, short sleeve, round neck, loose fitted long top. It was simple but classy for my style. I kept my hair down, which stops just above my shoulder blades, and wear my usual amount of minimal makeup. I felt great walking out the door to meet Chamberlain for our pizza date. 
 
    Fiona had agreed as well when she rushed me out the door before serving my mother and sister their dinner. 
 
    “Stop laughing at me.” I pout as I try to get some of the grease off my pizza. I’ve never seen a piece this big or this greasy before. It will be enough calories to keep me going for a few days. I almost feel bad eating it. Almost. It is also the best tasting pizza I have ever had. 
 
    When I pulled up, I looked everywhere for Chamberlain’s rusted car and was almost on the brink of tears when I waited and didn’t see it. I was just about to start my car and leave when he came walking out of a building. 
 
    He explained that he lived there when he opened my door and led me into the pizzeria. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He wipes one of his eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know he found it this funny. 
 
    “I’m not meaning to, Katie, but how the hell have you never had pizza at a pizza joint before?” 
 
    I pick up my pizza and have to fold it over just to take a small bite. “We never ate out unless it had four or more stars.” I take a bite. The juices ooze all over in my mouth, earning a moan to rumble in my throat. 
 
    So much better than homemade. 
 
    “I’m glad I can be your first.” The low growl fills me with a need that I’m growing accustomed to. 
 
    My pizza stops halfway to my mouth when I look at him again. His eyes are dark, so dark they are almost black, and focused on my mouth. 
 
    This reaction to him can’t be normal. 
 
    “Tell me about your parents.” I set my pizza back down and lean forward in my seat, offering him my sweetest smile. I need to keep our date from becoming too much. I’m not ready to handle that yet. 
 
    The seductive look drops from his face, and he falls back in his seat. I didn’t mean to shut him down completely; I just want to know more about him. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Everything.” I shrug. “What kind of people were they? How were they as parents? All that.” 
 
    “They were like normal parents …” 
 
    “I don’t know how normal parents are, Chamberlain. Remember, my parents hate me.” 
 
    He shakes his head and crosses his arms as if he doesn’t understand how it is for me. I would show him if I weren’t so scared of them chasing him off. 
 
    “I just don’t get how they can hate you. It’s impossible not to love you.” I duck my head to hide the blush and shocked expression that springs to my face. He used the word ‘love’ and we don’t even … 
 
    “Hey, don’t do that. It’s the truth. You’re a sweetheart, Katie. Get whatever they put in your head out and replace it with what I say.” 
 
    Yet you barely know me. 
 
    “I’ll try,” I whisper and pick up my fork. I’m going to have better luck eating this with a utensil. “So your dad?” I turn the focus back on him. 
 
    He laughs. “You’re a shit, but I’ll let you win this one.” He takes a bite of his own food. I have a feeling it is a rare moment that he lets someone win. I wait and fixate on him as he eats. His lips pout a little more and a frown line forms when he’s chewing. 
 
    Hello, creepy K.C. 
 
    I’ve also notice he has a dimple that pops out, but only when he is really smiling. 
 
    “His name was Rocky,” he starts. Chamberlain covers his mouth like he is getting choked up. 
 
    “If it’s too hard-” 
 
    “No, I want to tell you.” He cuts me off. “Just give me a sec.” He takes a deep breath and puts his almost finished pizza down. “He was a firefighter here in Boston and was an only child like me. My grandparents were gone by the time I was ten, so I have few memories of them. My dad told me once that the moment he met my mom the world stopped moving. He couldn’t breathe, and a glow around her pulled him in. He told me to find that, and I would be set for life.” 
 
    “How sweet.” I sigh. 
 
    “He taught me everything …” He waves his arms around. “How to be kind to others and help out when someone is in need. I had started doing charity work and community service with him as soon as I was old enough to go. I always wanted to be just like him.” He stares off at something behind me, but I can tell he is lost in the past. “I wasn’t like most boys my age back then. Mainly because I wasn’t grossed out by my parents’ love for each other. I admired it.” 
 
    I’m envious of the love he saw between his parents and the kindness they taught him. To think of what I would have turned out like without Fiona? I would have been just as bad as my sister is. 
 
    “Fighting was a hobby of his, and he taught me the basics when I was really young. I got my first pair of boxing gloves for my fifth birthday. I still have them.” 
 
    “That’s why you want to be a fighter? Your dad?” I cock my head to the side, and my hair tickles my bare shoulder. “Why not a firefighter?” 
 
    Chamberlain looks down at the table and starts to play with the straw in his glass. “He was fighting a fire at an old apartment building when they were informed a little boy, maybe three, was still inside. My dad, being the guy he was, rushed in to get him. The building …” He coughs, and I almost want to beg him to stop. I don’t want to see him cry. “… was starting to collapse. He managed to shove the boy out before the beams gave. My dad was trapped inside, and the flames got out of control …” 
 
    “Oh, Chamberlain …” 
 
    “I never wanted to be a firefighter because I never wanted my loved ones to go through the grief of losing me like my mom and I did with my dad. He was and still is a hero to me, but I could never be brave enough to be in that line of work. Besides …” He looks up at me with a watery smile. “Fighting suits me better.” 
 
    I nod. It’s so sad. I can’t even imagine. Why do things like that happen to good people? Chamberlain had parents who actually loved him, and they were taken away. My parents …” 
 
    “My mom was an amazing lady.” Chamberlain pulls me from my wandering thoughts. “Her name was Marissa.” 
 
    That’s a pretty name. Rocky and Marissa are unique just like their son. 
 
    “She worked at the diner we ate at the other day. She was also an only child; she was orphaned young like me. She was put into the foster system and that’s how she met my dad. His older cousin and wife had taken my mom in.” He takes another calming breath. This has to be hard for him. “She was sweet, kind, loving, and scary as hell for a tiny woman when I got into trouble. She also made the best oatmeal cookies.” 
 
    “She sounds wonderful, Chamberlain.” I tentatively place my hand on top of his as he picks up his napkin. His eyes lock with mine, and I offer him a smile. One he returns. 
 
    “She fell into a depression after my dad died; she just barely stayed afloat for a long time. If she didn’t have me, I can’t imagine what would have happened to her. She finally started to come back to herself when she started to get sick. It took us a while, but we finally learned that she had cancer, a blood cancer. It was leukemia, and nothing could really be done by the time it was discovered.” 
 
    My eyes start to burn with tears - not just for Marissa, but for Chamberlain as well. It must have been horrible knowing there was nothing he could do. 
 
    “We had money from my dad’s life insurance, but she …” His voice breaks as he lets out a laugh that has zero humor to it. “She insisted on saving it for my future. She died six months after they diagnosed her.” 
 
    My need to comfort him grips me. I get up and round the table to settle on his lap and hold him to me. “I’m so sorry I put you in this mood by asking,” I whisper into his short hair as his head rests on my chest. I take in his musky scent that I’ve come to adore. I don’t try to think about how this looks to others. It doesn’t matter. I just want to comfort him and put this date back in a good mood. 
 
    His big hands come to my back and hold me to him as he buries his face in my neck. “It’s okay; it feels good to talk about them. Everyone around me knows the story, so it’s kind of refreshing to share it with someone who doesn’t know.” He laughs. “Not so much for a romantic first date, though.” 
 
    Take the next leap, K.C. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. You managed to get me on your lap.” I run my hand over his head, bringing his face up to mine. I’ve never felt more sexually charged than I am with Chamberlain. 
 
    “I’d really like to kiss you right now, Katie.” 
 
    “Are you asking or warning me?” My hands rest on his strong shoulders because I don’t know where to put them. 
 
    His answer is to press his lips tightly to mine while one of his hands moves to the back of my head to hold me to him. My back arches forward, my chest against the top of his. A gasp rasps out of me in surprise, allowing his tongue to glide into my mouth and against mine. A jagged sigh emits from me as I lose myself in his kiss. I follow his lead, batting my tongue and lapping it against his. My head naturally tilts to the side to give him a better angle. 
 
    I keep my hands on his shoulders, rubbing my thumbs over the muscles bunched under his shirt. I’m a little startled when I feel something round and smooth and a metal click sounds against my teeth. 
 
    His tongue is pierced! How is it possible I didn’t notice that before? 
 
    Unfortunately, Chamberlain pulls back while taking my bottom lip with him. His gaze is hooded, and his breathing is shallow, compared to my heaving chest. “That was amazing,” he states after releasing my lip. 
 
    “I …” I’m nervous; I don’t know what to say that won’t deter him. 
 
    “It was, Katie. It was perfect.” He grabs my face and forces me to look at him. “Almost as if you were made to kiss me and only me.” 
 
    My lips roll as I search through my vocabulary for the right words. “I’ve never …” 
 
    A coy smile brightens his face, bringing out the dimple. “Oh, baby, you don’t know how happy that makes me.” 
 
    He brings me closer for another kiss, but a clearing throat interrupts us. “Sir? Ma’am?” Do you mind? This is a family restaurant.” 
 
    I feel my face turn as red as the waiter’s shirt as I quickly climb off Chamberlain’s lap and scoot back to my seat. “Sorry.” He glares and then leaves. Chamberlain grunts, and I watch him adjust himself, not hiding a thing. He doesn’t wear baggy clothes. His black Hanes shirt pulls tightly across his chest, and his blue jeans wrap around his massive thighs in a sexy, comfortable way. He has a hoodie hanging off the back of his seat along with his worn Red Socks’ hat. 
 
    “Sorry, Katie. I didn’t want to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “I should be the one apologizing.” I can’t keep my eyes from looking down at the table like I can see through it and through his jeans. 
 
    “Up here, panda.” My eyes snap back up to him. “Your pizza is getting cold,” he mutters, going back to his own. I feel a little better when I notice the color in his cheeks. 
 
    “Umm … how did you manage after your parents were gone?” I need to change the subject to cool us both down. 
 
    Wow, this is crazy. 
 
    I’m slowly starting to crave how he makes me feel. 
 
    “I didn’t. I lived with Scott and his parents. Rose helped when she could, but I was lost for a while. My parents wanted me to go to college, but books and learning aren’t for me. I graduated high school, barely, joined a gym, and worked odd jobs. I was stupid for a while, but Scott helped me get my shit together.” 
 
    “You’re a survivor,” I offer happily to him. 
 
    “That I am.” He drops his pizza, and I still haven’t returned to mine. I haven’t even got through half of it, and I’m full. “So tell me about Tim.” He laces his fingers together and rests his chin on them. 
 
    “Timothy,” I correct him. He hates being called Tim. “We were raised together. His father is one of our state representatives and a good friend of my father. There isn’t much to say. Timothy thinks he is perfect, thanks to his mother’s grooming, and I’m not. He delights in telling me so.” 
 
    “Ass.” 
 
    “Yes, he is rather displeasing to be around. It was always expected for us to get married. The date was set, location and honeymoon picked, and our first home bought and paid for, and he hadn’t even proposed to me yet. We never even dated; I just accompanied him to gatherings. I was to look beautiful and not be heard.” 
 
    “I, for one, do think you are beautiful, breathtakingly so, but I like to hear you talk. Your voice is sweet and doesn’t carry a heavy Boston accent.” 
 
    “Mother schooled it out of us.” I blush once more. “I don’t fit in with them. I think that now that I confronted them, they fully get it now. They won’t get me to change, and I’ll fight them if they do.” 
 
    “So good old Tim is your ex now?” 
 
    I shrug it off. “If you want to call him that? Sure. He is my sister’s problem now, thank goodness.” 
 
    I pick at my own straw now, and it is a few minutes before Chamberlain speaks again. “You don’t swear, do you?” 
 
    He is amused. “No, I don’t.” I hold up my hand to stop him. “And before you ask, no it doesn’t bother me that others do. I just never picked the habit up.” 
 
    His dimple comes back out just as the waiter delivers the check. “I like that about you.” He puts a few bills into it and hands it back. “Keep the change.” 
 
    He rounds the table and helps me up, his hand enveloping mine as we walk out. “This was a wonderful date, thank you.” I swing our linked hands. 
 
    Chamberlain tugs on our hands, stopping me. “If you think that’s all I have, then I feel insulted, Katie.” 
 
    “There’s more?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. We have calories to burn now And the method I would prefer to use isn’t going to happen between us, yet.” I shudder at the icy hot chills that race through my body. Every cell in my body starts to vibrate as I pick up on what he means. 
 
    “What?” I breathe, and a small cloud forms between us from my exhale. 
 
    He pulls me to him. “Not yet, Katie. I don’t want to scare you away.” He kisses my forehead, and I feel the heat remain as he draws back. “Ever been to the batting cages?” 
 
    Wait! What? I thought we were talking about … oh, never mind! 
 
    “N … no?” I regain my composure. “Mother was opposed to anything that had a ball that could hit us in the face and mess it up. 
 
    “You’re shittin’ me?” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head and frown. “Dance and music were safe, but that was it for us.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” He tugs me to my car. “Mind if we take your car? I got the impression that mine scared you.” 
 
    “More the smell than the overall look,” I blurt out. My eyes widen as I realize what I said. “I mean …” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He laughs and stops by my passenger door. “Mind if I drive?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I stand there and wait. 
 
    “Katie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I need the keys, baby.” 
 
    “Oh! Right.” I pull them out and hand them over. 
 
    “Let’s go.” He makes sure I’m safely in the car before getting in. My car roars to life, and he pulls onto the street. A laugh bubbles up after he takes my hand again. “I never would have pictured myself driving a Volvo.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to pick. I would have picked something else.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “An SUV maybe? I’m just glad to have a car so I can go where I want.” I watch Boston zip past as we head to stage two of our date. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “I’LL GO FIRST when we get to our cage so you can see how it’s done. If that’s okay with you?” Chamberlain grabs a couple of bats and helmets after paying for our time. 
 
    “Sure.” I look around at the indoor batting place, whatever you call it. I can hear the sounds of machines throwing balls, bats hitting them, and faintly hear “Fire Burning” by Sean Kingston. My excitement is through the roof at getting to try something new. And with Chamberlain, no less! 
 
    We talked about my schooling on the rest of the drive over here. I told him more about my parents and Zoey. I also told him about Fiona, who I hadn’t mentioned before. I shared that she is more of a mother to me than my own and is the reason I’m who I am now. 
 
    We also talked about Scott; Chamberlain said he takes random classes all the time. He can never settle one a major, meaning Scott is no closer to a degree after three years of school than I am in my first year. Apparently, Scott is extremely smart but hates showing it, choosing to cover it with his humor and ego. 
 
    “Okay, stand back here and watch. You’ll be safe from stray balls that way.” We arrive at an empty cage, and I take a seat on the bench while Chamberlain slips his hoodie and hat off. “I’m going to set the machine to its lowest setting so watch closely,” he explains and then walks over to get everything ready. 
 
    He comes back, directs me where to stand, and then shows me how to hold the bat. “I’ll hit a few, and then it will be your turn.” 
 
    “Okay.” I sit back and cross my legs as they stretch out in front of me. The first ball comes soaring out faster than I thought it would. Chamberlain nails it, sending it back toward the machine. 
 
    That’s fast! 
 
    Again and again, the balls come, and Chamberlain hits every single one of them. After six, my focus shifts from how he is standing and hitting the balls to the way his muscles control his swings as they roll and extend with the bat. 
 
    He reminds me of a coiled machine with stretched and tightened jeans that shape perfectly to his firm butt. With every swing, his shirt rides up a little in the back, exposing tan flesh, which causes me to salivate. I’ve never felt so wanton before in my life. Never had desire shoot through me until I met him. 
 
    I want his touch all the time, even if it is just holding his hand. I feel my lower places growing tight and slick while my breathing picks up. I’ve never thought about sex with anyone except when I thought about my future – well, past future when I would be married to Timothy. I thought it would be horrible and filled with nothing, especially not love. But Chamberlain makes me think otherwise, and I find myself, at different times through the day, thinking of his hands on other parts of me. 
 
    I clench and squeeze my legs together to control myself, but I fail. 
 
    For being a beast of a man, from what I’ve seen at the center, Chamberlain is as gentle and as kind as they come. The way he says my name even stirs my insides … 
 
    “Katie.” Chamberlain’s face appears in front of me, and I nearly lose my seat and fall backward. “Where did you go?” he asks softly, a secret smile gracing his features under the helmet. I’m having a difficult time meeting his eyes, and a blush crawls across my cheeks. I look down and bite my lips together. “I don’t think I need to ask again.” I finally meet his eyes. The humor is gone, replaced by his dark predatory look. 
 
    “Your eyes look so … predatory …” This makes him grin, but it’s different from the others, more wolfish. It enhances the look in his eyes. 
 
    “Come on.” He takes my hand and stands me up. “Your turn.” He hands me my bat while mumbling to himself about control. “Do you want me to pitch a few to you first before you try the machine?” He walks into the cage with me. “Helmet, Katie.” He points at his head while jerking his chin back at the bench. 
 
    “Right.” I grab it and return. “Yes, please.” I do my best to get my voice to sound normal, not filled with lust, but I’m failing. He shakes his head before picking up a few balls he has already hit. 
 
    “Stand and get the bat ready like I showed you,” he mutters as he picks up a couple from his pile. I stand on the plate where he did and put the bat on my shoulder and look at him. 
 
    “Like this?” I ask. He looks up and stumbles back with his head following. Staring up at the ceiling, he shakes his head before looking back at me with a laugh. “What?” He looks around at the occupied cages around us and throws a few glares. 
 
    “Katie, as much as I would love to stare at that sexy ass of yours, will you please stand up a little straighter, please?” I frown, not understanding, and then stand up a little straighter, bringing my bottom back up to line up with my body. “Okay, looks like the machine will pitch to you.” He drops the balls he had just picked up and strides toward me. 
 
    “But I’m fin …”All words, all thoughts leave my mind as Chamberlain comes to stand right behind me. My back flush to his front, molding us together. His arms come around me, and his hands cover mine over the bat. He leans into me. “Relax, Katie.” His hot breath is on my ear, causing a moan to bubble up, but I swallow it down. “Hold the bat just like this.” He continues to breathe into my ear and brings the bat up. 
 
    The machine shoots a ball out, and I tense all over, missing the ball. “Relax, Katie.” Chamberlain’s calm voice is still behind me. “I won’t let it get you. Here comes the next one.” 
 
    I really try my best to block out the fact that my bottom is perfectly lined up to a certain part of him that I feel through our clothes. The large, growing hard part of him. 
 
    When the next ball comes out, I swing, hitting it and knocking it back a few feet. “I hit it!” I bounce, forgetting Chamberlain was right behind me for a second. 
 
    He steps back, groaning. “Great job.” He does his best to adjust himself without being crude about it. “Want to try by yourself?” There is a strain in his face, and his neck tenses as he clenches his jaw. Looks like his restraint is holding on by a thread. 
 
    “Sure.” I smile up at him and turn back around to stand like he just showed me. 
 
    I affect him as much as he does me. 
 
    He takes a seat on the bench, and I return my focus to the pitching machine. 
 
    “Don’t get too carried away. You’ll get sore,” he warns me. 
 
    I lose track of how many pitches I swing; some I hit, but most of them I miss. That doesn’t bother me, though, because I’m having a blast. After the first few, I start picturing my mother’s face and her voice belittling me. I hit those balls. When my focus turns to how alive I feel now and how being with Chamberlain makes me feel wanted, I start to miss more and more. 
 
    “I think that’s good for now.” Chamberlain walks back in, shuts off the machine, and then takes my hand and bat, guiding me back to our bench. “Having fun?” He hands me a bottle of water. 
 
    “Yes, this is amazing!” I beam up at him as he takes a seat on the backrest of the bench above me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Damn.” He takes a drink. “I can’t wait to see what you are like when I pull out the big stuff for our future dates.” 
 
    “I like this kind of stuff. I grew up with wining and dining. I want the simple stuff where we can wear a pair of jeans and I don’t need to do anything fancy with my hair or wear loads of makeup.” 
 
    “Seriously?” He looks perplexed. 
 
    “Yes.” He slides down next to me. His outer thigh dragging against me makes me hypersensitive as he throws an arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “How did I get so lucky to find a low-maintenance girl?” 
 
    I feel his breath hot on my cheek. I look up into his eyes; mine hooded, his predatory. “I don’t know,” I whisper back, my gaze dropping to his lips while I lick my own. 
 
    “Katie …” He slides his free hand up to my cheek, bringing my eyes back to his. 
 
    “Chamberlain …” He leans down and kisses me gently on the corner of my mouth before taking possession of my lips completely. This time, I open my mouth free of any sigh or gasp. We savor the taste of one another, the coolness of his mouth against my heat. I feel a groan rumble in his chest through my hand. I hear the plastic water bottle fall, and his hand moves down my side, lifts my shirt, and starts to rub slow circles on my bare hip. 
 
    “I’m trying really hard here, Katie.” He kisses me chastely before pulling my head to his chest where I bask in his warmth. “But you’re making it difficult.” 
 
    “I’m glad you are though.” I trace circles on his shirt. 
 
    “Why? Have you had bad experiences in the past? Because I can promise you, Katie …” 
 
    “No.” I put my finger over his mouth to silence him. He kisses it. “Nothing like that … well, I’ve …” 
 
    Oh, God. Why is this so hard? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve never … done … anything …” I keep my gaze locked on his clavicle. “You are my real first kiss …” Chamberlain’s arms lock around me, and suddenly, he doesn’t feel as warm as he did a moment ago. I look up to his extremely wide blue eyes and his mouth hanging open. 
 
    Great, I’ve scared him away. It wasn’t the other way around. 
 
    I try to move off him, but he shakes out of it, tightening his hold on me. 
 
    “Seriously? How the hell has no guy come along and stole you away yet?” Disbelief fills his voice. “You’re gorgeous.” He slumps back, taking me with him. 
 
    “No one ever dared … you know, because of my parents and my expected arrangement with Timothy.” He takes a deep breath and blows it out before looking at me again. “You’re really surprised, aren’t you?” My voice sounds hopeless. 
 
    “Yes …”He pulls my hand to his lips and kisses the inside of my wrist. “But in a good way. I never thought hearing that from someone, especially you, would make me feel this happy. Overjoyed, really.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, Katie, you scream sex appeal, and the best part is that you don’t seem to notice it. Most of the guys in here have had their eyes on you since we walked in. It pisses me off, but I’m relieved that you don’t pay them any mind. When you’re ready, you’ll be mine completely. I mean that. You will be untouched by any man but me, and I plan to keep it that way.” 
 
    Oh, my. 
 
    Before my body can respond, Chamberlain lifts me to my feet. “Let’s get going. It’s getting late. Here.” He hands me his hoodie. “Put it on, it’s cold out.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    During the ride back to his place, all I can think of are his words. Mine completely. Oh, I want that, but I’m not ready. I want to get to know him better. I’ve seen sex thrown around like the word ‘love’ a lot in my life. I want it to be meaningful. 
 
    “So our next date?” Chamberlain pushes a loose tendril of hair behind my ear. While we were batting, I had put it up. We just pulled up to the pizzeria again. 
 
    I cuddle down into his hoodie. “What are you doing not this weekend but the next?” I could live in this thing and be content. 
 
    He sits back in his seat and gets lost in thought, counting on his fingers. “I fight this weekend …” He gets out his phone and looks through his calendar. “What do you have planned?” 
 
    “My father is holding a gala. I would really like it if you would accompany me.” It might not be his scene. I know it isn’t mine, but I’d rather go with him by my side. “If not, I’ll try to find someone …” 
 
    “No way in hell will I let someone else take my girlfriend anywhere.” 
 
    Girlfriend. 
 
    I like that. 
 
    “What day, time, and what do I need to wear?” 
 
    I blink, realizing what he is asking me; he’s telling me he will go. “It’s that Saturday night, starts at five for cocktails, and then the dinner is at six followed by a silent auction.” He nods, adding it to his calendar. “It’s black tie, so a tuxedo.” 
 
    “I’ll manage one.” He cuts me off with a reassuring grin and then leans over to kiss my cheek. “So can I pick you up? Say around four thirty?” He opens the car door. 
 
    “Sure.” I want to pull him back in here and never let him go. I feel giddy as I crawl over to the warmed driver’s seat. I have a boyfriend, an insanely sweet one, who happens to be very handsome, and he is my date. For the first time since I was old enough to attend, I’m excited about the gala. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, Katie. I want to be with you. So if I have to suffer being around a bunch of rich people with sticks up their asses, then so be it.” He smiles down at me. “Now, I have a question for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I would really like you to be at my fight this Saturday night. Will you please come? You’ll be right there in my corner with Scott the whole time. It’s pretty late, so if you can, you can crash at my place. I don’t want you driving that late in this weather.” 
 
    Stay overnight with him? Saying that makes me nervous, but he wouldn’t push anything on me, I hope. I try not to think about how it might push this relationship to move too fast, but it feels so natural, though. 
 
    “Yes, I would love that.” 
 
    “Great.” He leans down and sweetly kisses me goodnight. “Text or call me when you get home, please? I need to know you made it safely.” 
 
    “I will.” I peck him once more before he closes my door and stands on the curb. 
 
    I wave bye and drive off. When I get home, all the lights are already out. I quietly make my way through the kitchen entrance, careful not to wake Fiona, and head up to my room as quickly as I can. When I’m secure in my room, I realize I still have Chamberlain’s hoodie on. 
 
    Me: Home safe, you forgot your hoodie. 
 
    I get ready for bed, slipping on my shorts, tank, and socks, and pull his hoodie back on after I brush my teeth. 
 
    Chamberlain: I want a piece of me with you when I can’t be. Had a great night 2nite. X 
 
    Me: Me too. Good night, Chamberlain. 
 
    I nestle into my sheets, pulling the collar of his hoodie up and inhaling his scent. 
 
    Chamberlain: Good night, panda. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twelve 
 
    ONE THING I actually truly hate in this world is being late. Being late means I have to rush, and when you rush, you are more likely to hurt yourself and others. 
 
    My professor had kept us an extra twenty minutes after class just to hold a discussion about a topic from one of her other classes. I was antsy and not very patiently waiting for her to dismiss us, but my classmates kept talking, which encouraged her. 
 
    When I finally grabbed her attention to inform her that I needed to leave, I was already late for my evening class at the center. 
 
    I’m now rushing out to my car, managing not to slide on the ice, and come to a dead stop when I see a hooded figure leaning against it. At first glance, the figure looks like Scott, but as I get closer, I realize the person is much shorter and female. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    I stop in my tracks, skidding to an icy stop. 
 
    How did she find me? 
 
    I still can’t completely make out who it is, but I have a feeling it is my mother or even my sister. 
 
    “See something that scared you, princess?” A snide voice carries through the deserted parking lot, and it doesn’t belong to my mother or Zoey. I take a cautious step forward, followed by another, and another until the figure has more light, and I see it is that Amber girl from my and Scott’s ethics class. 
 
    “May I help you?” I turn my head slightly, watching her closely. Scott had told me that she’s mean, so I’m a little hesitant. I’ve dealt with mean Zoey, so I know how to approach it. 
 
    “Yeah …” She kicks off my car, literally kicking it. 
 
    What have I done to you? 
 
    “You can back off Chamberlain.” She pokes me in the shoulder. “Why are you with him anyway? What, no rich boys to go after?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I straighten my back and stand to my full height, which is a few inches taller than she is. I will not back down. I am a coward no more. “I don’t see how any of it is your business. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m running late.” I push past her, but she grabs my arm. 
 
    “He was mine first. We were working through our shit before you came in and stole him. Back off!” She shoves me into the side of my car and storms off before I can say another word. 
 
    How rude. 
 
    From what I’ve gathered from Scott, Amber and Lizzy are both crazy, and now, it seems to be true. She had her chance with Chamberlain, from what I’ve been told, and lost it. Whatever she did, it must have been bad. Chamberlain is so sweet even when he has a temper, which is pretty sexy. 
 
    He wouldn’t have pursued me and be with me now if they were working on their own relationship, which means she has no say and no right to be near either of us. But something has me unsettled about the whole thing; something deep in my gut is telling me to be cautious. 
 
    What if Chamberlain isn’t who he appears? 
 
    Shaking off Amber’s threat, if you want to call it that, I get in my car, bypass the heater and the radio since I’m already late, and hurry to the center for my class. I’m now thirty minutes late, leaving only another thirty for my class. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I SPRING DOWN the back hallway after parking in the back. I manage my hair in a bun as I run and skid to a stop when I round the corner, finding Chamberlain sitting in the corner doctoring his fists while Scott is chatting with my students. My fourteen-year-old and a few older female students love the attention of an older, good-looking guy. 
 
    I toss my bag down next to Chamberlain, give him a quick, chaste kiss on the cheek, and then shove Scott out of the way playfully so I can get my class started. With only fifteen minutes left, I feel bad for rushing through warm-ups and cutting their time short. 
 
    Scott joins Chamberlain on the floor. Instead of leaving, they both sit back, out of harm’s way, and watch. It’s a little unnerving, but I manage to focus. If only the girls would. 
 
    The girls continue to giggle and pay more attention to the muscle-bound men in the corner than to what they are supposed to be doing, making me a little angrier than when I first came in. 
 
    I also feel a hot pair of blue eyes follow my every move, and as much as I try to ignore it, it doesn’t help. I don’t want to look giggly like my students or wanton in front of them and Scott. 
 
    The time goes by rapidly, and I dismiss my students just as fast. Once the room clears out, all I have left are Chamberlain and Scott. I stand in the middle of the room, drop my head to my chest, and center myself. 
 
    I really hate being late. 
 
    I take a couple of minutes to just stand there, regaining my composure. I’m not sure where it started - whether it was my class running late or Amber’s attack. Chamberlain’s hands finally come to rest on the top of my shoulders. 
 
    “You okay?” Chamberlain’s voice purrs and vibrates into my ear. With my eyes still closed, I lean my head against his and shrug. 
 
    I really don’t know, but I am now. 
 
    I stay still for a few minutes, just feeling our connection. This rush of nerve endings going crazy sends delicious shivers and heat through my body. This makes me feel alive, he makes me feel wanted. 
 
    “I am now.” I turn in his arms, which drop to my lower back. I raise mine up around his neck to hold him to me. “What were you two doing here?” I thought Scott would be at work and Chamberlain at home. They are starting to invade every part of my life. Aside from Fiona, no one has ever cared, but the foreign feeling doesn’t scare me. 
 
    “We were leaving when we saw you weren’t here yet. Scott decided to entertain your students by showing off, and I just sat in the corner listening to music. I wanted to make sure you got here since I hadn’t talked to you.” 
 
    He’s so sweet. 
 
    “You could have called or texted.” I jab him in the side and then move to get my bags and coat. 
 
    “True, but you were driving, and with the roads being shit, I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He helps me into my coat before grabbing his own stuff. Then he takes my hand, pulls me to him, and kisses me sweetly. I try to push to be a little spicier, but he pulls back and looks down at me with a twinkle in his eyes. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” I squeak and go to kiss him again … 
 
    “Come on, you two lovebirds, they are shutting down for the night, and I would like some sleep tonight. You two can fuck around another time.” Scott sure knows how to ruin a moment. 
 
    Chamberlain shakes his head and leads me out after Scott. “What had you so … frazzled?” 
 
    I sigh in defeat of this night. “For one, my teacher made me late, which you should know I hate. I enjoy being on time or early. Even if it is a few minutes late, the rest of my day is messed up.” 
 
    “And the next thing?” 
 
    “I ran into that Amber girl. Well, she was waiting at my car.” Chamberlain stiffens and then relaxes quickly. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “Don’t let her get to you, K.C. She always wanted in C’s pants and never got the chance, even when they were dating eons ago,” Scott chirps while still leading the way. 
 
    Chamberlain remains quiet as we reach my car. “Lil’ bit, come over tomorrow afternoon so we can figure out the syllabus for our class and then get a schedule worked out for the papers and all that shit.” Scott pats me on the head and continues to Chamberlain’s rust bucket that I hadn’t noticed was parked back here as well. 
 
    “Umm … okay?” I turn my attention back to Chamberlain, who stole my keys and started my car. “Is that fine with you?” He climbs out of the driver’s seat and pulls me against him again. His hugs are the perfect pressure and warmth. I hate us parting every time. Chamberlain doesn’t speak, keeping quiet like something is wrong. I’m about to ask … 
 
    “Come here!” Scott steals me from Chamberlain and wraps me in a big bear hug. I can’t stop the laugh that erupts from me as Scott spins me around only to be yanked back into my warm spot. 
 
    “Mine,” he growls, and I melt. The desire his voice stirs in me comes to life, making me wish we were alone instead of being stuck with his crazy, silly friend. “Go away, you pest,” he bites off at Scott, causing him to laugh. Chamberlain spins me back to face him when Scott is back to the tetanus shot of a car waiting to happen. “I wish we were alone.”  
 
    He bends down and kisses at the juncture of my neck and shoulder. I gasp as I feel him trail open-mouth kisses up the side of my neck to behind my ear. He takes a deep breath and then pulls back to look at me. Doe eyes meet predator ones. 
 
    “Me too …” I manage to breathe out. Hormones are overriding my brain. I stretch up on my toes while sliding my fingers into his short hair, pulling his mouth down to me. I catch him by surprise. His mouth drops open this time, and my tongue slides in. I feel empowered when his hands slide down to the curve of my butt, and he pulls me against him. I feel what I do to him, and I don’t want to stop. 
 
    His hardened member presses right against where I want it most as I continue to attack him. Scott is forgotten and so is the rest of the world. When I start to rotate my hips, he thrusts me to an arm’s length distance, breathing just as heavily as I am. “Not yet, panda.” He pulls me back to him but not as close as we just were or I would like. “Maybe soon.” He kisses my forehead and then deposits me in the car. “Let me know when you get home.” His lips brush against mine before closing the door. 
 
    I bite my lip and nod. I adjust myself into my seat, wave to Scott, and wait until Chamberlain is in his car before I drive off. I never thought in my life I would feel this way about a man, but I’m glad I have these feelings. Even though I’ve only known him for a short time, I have a feeling Chamberlain could quite possibly be the one. And the thought is crazy and scary. Part of me wonders if I should be concerned about how crazy this all is. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    THE GENTLE CLICK of my bedroom door rouses me from my slumber. It is still dark out; the moon outside my balcony window is that only light that illuminates my room, casting a neutral glow through my room. 
 
    I blink several times to rid the sleep from my eyes. I’m startled because I always lock my door. I never know what Zoey will try or when these days. I also enjoy my privacy. I stay out of their way, so I expect them to do the same for me. 
 
    It takes me a moment to focus on the tall, muscular figure standing by my now closed door. I’m alarmed and a little confused when I see who it is. 
 
    “Chamberlain?” My sleepy haze must be playing tricks on me. I sit up and squint to find that I’m not seeing things.  “W what are you doing here? How did you get in?” I clutch his hoodie in my hand as I straighten my spine. Since the night I came home with it, I’ve been wearing it to bed. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    It certainly does! 
 
    I want to yell at him. We have security, gates, and many locked doors. How could he get through all of that? I guess Fiona would let him in, but they haven’t met yet. 
 
    He starts toward me in a steady, sexy gait while lifting his shirt over his head. 
 
    All thoughts leave my head. My teeth find their way to my bottom lip as Chamberlain prowls closer to me. 
 
    “Come here, Katie.” His deep voice fires desire through my body. No objection makes it known in my mind as I lift myself from under my covers and crawl to the end of my bed. I want this more than I want anything. 
 
    Right here. 
 
    Right now. 
 
    We meet at the foot of my bed; his calloused hands reach down and cup my face. His thumb rubs my bottom lip until my teeth relinquish its hold. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he murmurs as he brings his full, pouty lips down to mine, kissing me oh-so-sweetly. 
 
    His hand abandons my cheek to join its match in its journey down my sides to the bottom hem of his hoodie. 
 
    “Hmmm …” Vibrations pass from him through me. My nipples bud and a slow ache courses through me as my desire grows. I feel it pool in my panties. He pulls the hoodie off me, leaving me almost completely bare to him. 
 
    “I love knowing that the only thing touching you when you sleep is something of mine … gets me hard as fuck.” I gasp at his crude but alluring confession. 
 
    I want so badly to speak, to tell him I wear panties too, but the ability has completely left me. 
 
    “Come here, baby.” His hands grip mine, pulling me until I’m standing on my bed, looking down at him. “Beautiful,” he repeats as he steps back to look at me. 
 
    I want so badly to cover up. I’ve never been this bare in front of anyone, not since I was a baby. Crossing my arms, I look away from the dark, meaningful eyes of Chamberlain. My body is begging for the attention that he is giving me. My nipples are sharp peaks as if they are reaching out to him. My inner thighs tremble, wanting to open for him, to allow him into the one place that has never been touched. 
 
    “Stop that now.” He gives a soft shout, making me jump, and my arms to fall to my sides. My eyes lock back with his. “Lie down,” he commands. I hesitate for a moment, earning a growl from him. My breathing escalates as my chest tightens considerably. I feel a thin layer of sweat coat my skin as I lower myself back down on my bed and stretch out on my back. 
 
    What is he going to do? 
 
    Chamberlain climbs on, making the bed dip considerably under his heavier weight. His hands wrap firmly around my ankles, and he jerks my legs apart before moving up my body. A blast of cold air hits my center, and shivers spread up my body, coating me in goose bumps. 
 
    “You’re all mine, panda.” His face lines up with mine. He gently presses his body down on me, pinning me between the mattress and his hard frame. Skin-to-skin feels amazing. My eyes roll into the back of my head as I release a slow groan from just the feel of his fire-hot skin on mine.  
 
    He kisses the corner of my mouth while grinding his erection into me, my panties being the only barrier between us. I chase after his mouth, but it moves away. 
 
    “I knew we would be a perfect fit.” He runs his nose up and down mine. “It’s going to be incredible, Katie.” Hot kisses trail past my left ear, where he bites down on my lobe and pulls it before releasing it and continuing his feast down my neck. 
 
    I tilt my head into my mattress, giving him better access. My hands curl into the blankets around us as he kisses my collarbone and drags his lips down to the valley between my breasts. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” His name is a plea and a cry as he swirls his tongue around one of my nipples and then sucks it into his mouth. “Oh.” A delightful mixture of pain and pleasure grips me when he gently bites down. I clench tightly, feeling like I’m about to explode between my legs. 
 
    He releases my nipple, licks and kisses his way over to the other, and repeats his actions, getting the same reaction. I groan again, feeling my heart in my throat. “Oh … God.” I roll my lips into my mouth, mimicking his motions with my nipple, but I’m trying to be quiet. No one’s room is at this end of the house, but I don’t want to chance it. 
 
    He kisses my naval and then looks up at me as he hooks one thumb into my panties and the other reaches up to release my lips. “Let me hear you. I need to hear you, Katie.” 
 
    I give a tiny nod, the only encouragement he needs to continue his slow torture. He kisses my pelvic bone before sitting up on his knees. I can’t make out his features very well. His body is blocking the moonlight. His thumb hooked in my panties runs from one hipbone to the other. “Your skin is so soft, especially right here.” His voice is soft, filled with wonderment, yet deep. 
 
    He runs his thumb back and forth several times over my super-sensitive skin, leaving me reeling and wanting him to do more. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I plead once more, this time arching up to him, silently begging for what I only ever want him to give me. 
 
    I can barely make out the crooked grin that graces his handsome, stubble-covered face, and his eyes flash a magnetic blue with his predatory gaze. I’ve dubbed it his predator eyes, and I love them. 
 
    “You have no idea how badly I want you, baby.” He adds his other thumb to the band of my panties and ever so slowly lowers them down my legs. The cool breeze hits me again. 
 
    “Please …” I wriggle, trying to ease the pressure, but not knowing how. 
 
    “Show me how you do it.” He waits for a beat. 
 
    I slowly shake my head. “I don’t,” I answer with a staggered breath. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “B-” I stop when I watch him lower himself again, his face and stubble rubbing against my bare thigh. “Because I’ve never met anyone to … you know … fantasize about …” I breathe out as he climbs higher. He’s so close. My breathing picks up again. I feel his hot breath right where I want him. “Like I do with you.” 
 
    BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! 
 
    I shoot straight up in bed and wince at how fast I sat up. My lower muscles contract quickly, and I’m found tangled in my sheets. 
 
    It was a dream! 
 
    I fall back on my bed after hitting my alarm. Sweat covers my body like I was lying in a hot bath rather than on my bed. It was all a dream. But it felt so real. I start laughing hysterically. I had my first erotic dream. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    With a stupid ear-to-ear grin, I get up and get ready to leave for my morning workout and my class. I breeze in and out of the kitchen; Fiona is flustered, so it isn’t the time to talk to her. She will calm down once she gets a break and can indulge in her daytime TV. I only stop to kiss her on the cheek and inform her I’m not sure when I will get home, but I will call. 
 
    I get out to my car and am relieved that it isn’t that cold out. My phone buzzes while I wait for the light layer of frost to vanish from my windows. 
 
    Unknown: Coming to work out? I need a ride to C. 
 
    Me: Who is this? 
 
    Unknown: Lil’ bit, it’s your bestest friend in the whole wide world, the amazing Scott. 
 
    I giggle at him. Chamberlain must have given him my number. 
 
    Me: Yes, be there soon. I have my class, so you’ll have to wait. 
 
    Unknown: Nothing but time. 
 
    I add him to my small list of contacts and take off to the center to start my day. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “WHAT DO YOU do for a living?” I ask Scott as he directs me through the streets of Boston to the garage where Chamberlain works. Chamberlain told me Scott works, just not where. 
 
    “I work at a bar downtown most nights.” 
 
    “Most?” I raise a brow at him. 
 
    “I make sure I’m off on the weekends to be by C’s side. It hurts the wallet, but it’s worth it. When he makes it big someday, I know he won’t forget about little ole me.” 
 
    “Must be nice to have a close friend like that.” 
 
    “You don’t have anyone?” he asks in surprise. “I find that hard to believe. Who wouldn’t adore you?” He reaches over and pinches my cheek. “You’re just so cute.” 
 
    “Will you stop?” I bat his hand away with a laugh. “I don’t have friends my age. Being around snobs your whole life, it can happen to anyone if you aren’t like the rest.” 
 
    “Thank God, you’re not.” 
 
    I nod in agreement. “My only friend is our family cook, Fiona. She’s wonderful, actually …” I focus on him for a moment before looking back at the road. “I could see you two getting along very well.” 
 
    “Really?” He claps his hands together and then rubs them. “She hot?” 
 
    “If sixty-year-old women are your thing …” 
 
    “Hey, the older ones need lovin’ too.” I shake my head at him. Scott is hilarious. “Here we are. Just pull in behind his car.” 
 
    I park behind Chamberlain’s car in the tiny parking lot next to an equally tiny garage. “Come on.” Scott grabs his bag from the backseat. I climb out and follow him, passing Chamberlain’s car. I notice the clean backseat and see at least four air fresheners hanging from the mirror. 
 
    “How long has Chamberlain worked here?” I look up at the building. It’s aged with peeling paint on the brick walls. 
 
    “Since we were fifteen, I think. He wanted to be able to help his mom out …” Scott trails off as we get closer. Loud music blares through an old stereo system mounted somewhere in the garage. I can barely make out the words to Aerosmith’s “Walk this Way.” “There’s our big boy!” Scott coos and points at a fine backside and sculpted back in a tight, white cutoff shirt leaning over the hood of a car. “Hey, C!” Scott calls before disappearing into the office to talk to an older gentleman who is in there with a stressed look on his face. 
 
    Chamberlain straightens up and turns around to face me while wiping the grease off his hands. “Hey, Katie.” 
 
    His smile is full, genuine, and dimpled, causing my own to come out. “Hey yourself.” He prowls over to me and pulls me to him by my belt loop. His hands stay close to my sides but don’t touch me. “You can put your hands on me, you know.” I reach up to put mine around his neck. 
 
    “I know, I just don’t want to get you dirty.” 
 
    “So?” I pull his head down to me. My bravado catches him by surprise. He was about to speak, leaving his mouth open to my attack. My tongue slides into his mouth, and instantly, he emits a deep groan from his chest. His hands cup my bottom, lifting and pulling me to him. I have no choice but to wrap my legs around his waist, locking them once I’m settled. 
 
    The carnal need to have him has taken hold of my body and mind. My desire for him must be out of control because of the dream. Or maybe it’s the way he looks with his work covers tied around his waist and a tight shirt hugging his muscles in just the right way. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    Definitely both. 
 
    The tension builds between us as Chamberlain walks us backward, slamming us into a workbench. My body hits his in just the right way. 
 
    “Will you two stop fornicating in public? It’s getting old.” Scott’s annoying voice is like a bucket of ice dumped on me. I quickly jump out of Chamberlain’s arms while and bury my red face into his chest. The smell of his cologne, sweat, and the smell of the car and garage relaxes me. But it doesn’t banish he blush. “Seriously, man! The poor girl has grease handprints on her ass now.” I start to giggle against Chamberlain, and soon, he starts laughing as well. 
 
    I feel embarrassed for being caught in the act I initiated. Where is this person I’m turning into coming from? “Give us a minute, man,” Chamberlain warns Scott away. I hear his laugh at Chamberlain’s tone, and then a door shuts. He pushes me back and remains leaning against the workbench. “Where did that come from?” He’s excited and filled with joy. 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lie. Lie. LIE! 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Katie.” His demanding tone draws my attention. “Please?” 
 
    “I …” How do I say ‘I’m getting really turned on just by being around you’ without embarrassing myself? “Had a dream.” 
 
    Great, that’s not any better. 
 
    “Really? What was this dream about?” 
 
    “You … and … me.” 
 
    “Hey, eyes up here.” He pulls me to him again. “Don’t ever be embarrassed around me. Never.” He kisses my head. “You don’t have to tell me. I think I know what this dream was about.” I hear the amusement in his voice. 
 
    I step out of his arms, instantly becoming cold. “I’d better get going. I have some homework to get done before I come over later.” I stand on my tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ll see you later, Chamberlain,” I purr and walk away from my man. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “HI, FIONA.” I enter the kitchen on a mission to get to my room. 
 
    “Wait a minute, baby doll.” I turn to face her and her assessing eyes. She indicates for me to come back to her and stand there while she figures something out. I wriggle back and forth on my feet with my hands behind my back. When she walks around behind me, she stops, and I know she has seen something that wouldn’t normally be there. 
 
    “You let that boy manhandle you?” Her voice takes me by surprise. I thought she would get angry, but she is amused. “Good for you, K.C. It’s about time you have some fun.” She comes back around to face me, grabbing my chin in a cherished way. “Just keep it safe. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “A fightin’ love, that’s what you have there, K.C.” She returns to her dinner preparation. “Fight for it. You and he are going to have to fight for the type of love you have. You hear me?” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Where did this come from? 
 
    “My David and I had that once upon a time.” This is the first time she’s brought up her late husband. I knew she was married because I found her wedding picture in her room one night when I was having nightmares and needed her for comfort. She also still wears her ring. “We came from different settings so to say. People didn’t like it, but we fought hard for what we had.” 
 
    “What happened?” I lean against the counter, hungry for this new information. 
 
    “One evening, we were out having dinner with some friends, and a man stormed us. He was yelling about us being wrong. He shot us both.” Her voice is so sad; it pulls at my heart terribly. “David was shot in the chest, and a round hit me in the stomach.” She sets the knife down, her hands trembling, and braces herself on the counter. 
 
    “Fiona?” I dash around to her side and pull her into my arms. 
 
    “I just need a moment.” She pats my back. 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper. “Take your time.” 
 
    Once she collects herself, she starts again. “My beautiful husband was pronounced at the scene while I was rushed away …” She looks up at me, and I’m taken aback by all the tears falling. I wipe them away as she has always done for me. “They took my husband and my baby girl, K.C.” She shakes her head. “How could people be that way? Love is love, after all. Who cares what the other looks like, their background, all of it!” 
 
    “I know.” I start to cry with her. She’s an amazing woman; so warm and filled with love and life. Who could be so cruel to her? Is this the message she is giving me? That Chamberlain and I come from different backgrounds, so if we fall in love, it will be a constant struggle with my parents? 
 
    “I’m better now. I haven’t talked about them out loud in a long time.” She hugs me back and then pulls away. “I may have lost my little girl, but I found an honorary daughter in a blond hair, blue-eyed little girl with a bloody knee.” 
 
    I smile through my tears and fall into her arms. She’s an honorary mother to me just as I am a daughter to her. She got me through years of living under this roof. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her. “All right.” She steps back, wipes her eyes, and goes back to her knife. “I need to get dinner done before Satan’s Mistress comes unglued and …”  She looks at me with a wink. “You’d best be getting your butt upstairs to finish your homework before you go about your other plans.” 
 
    I kiss her cheek. “Thank you for sharing your story. I love you, Fiona.” 
 
    “And I you, baby doll.” 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I SLAM INTO Zoey as I rush out of my room while putting my coat on. “Oh God, I’m sorry, Zoey.” I step back and look her over to make sure she is okay. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She brushes off her creaseless A-line tea dress. “Yes,” she hisses. 
 
    “Well, I’m off.” I walk off, but she halts me. 
 
    “Oh, Katherine. I just wanted to tell you how happy Timothy and I are now.” She has a mocking smile on her face that doesn’t look good on her. “I hope it won’t be too uncomfortable for you next weekend at Daddy’s gala.” 
 
    Moments like these leave me surprised I’ve gone my whole life without swearing or calling out vulgar names to someone who upsets me. 
 
    “It won’t.” I offer her a forced smile. “I have a date.” 
 
    Her mouth drops into an O shape as shock crosses her face. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. My boyfriend, Chamberlain, will be accompanying me.” I turn and walk off with pride knowing I stopped her gloating. She can’t get to me anymore. 
 
    Fiona is gone by the time I get back to the kitchen. She has a small, tiny break before dinner, so I leave her alone. I skip out to my car and get it going. 
 
    “Where are you?” Chamberlain’s voice wraps around me like a warm cocoon through the speakers of my car as I get closer to his place. 
 
    “I’m almost there.” 
 
    “What took so long? Are you having car troubles? Your parents?” 
 
    “You’re sweet but I’m fine, and so is my car. I got carried away with my homework and then had a run-in with Zoey when I was leaving.” 
 
    “She do anything to you?” 
 
    I love how protective he is, but he needs to realize I’ve been dealing with her and my parents since I was old enough to. 
 
    “Chamberlain, she can’t get to me anymore. I’m fine. I just put her in her place with telling her about my boyfriend.” I round the corner and find him pacing in front of his building. “Will you relax?” 
 
    “No.” I watch his head shake as I parallel park in front of him. 
 
    “What about now?” I get out and walk up to him. 
 
    “Yes.” He bends over, lifts me over his shoulder, and walks into his building, keeping me on his shoulder, book bag and all, while he takes the stairs two at a time. 
 
    “You’re an animal!” I laugh while trying to keep hold of my bag. 
 
    “Oh, so right, baby.” We come to a stop, but he doesn’t set me down until he has the door open. He pecks me on the cheek. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Ignore the mess, please?” He scratches the back of his head and looks guilty. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” My eyes remain on his instead of looking around his home. It’s his space, so how it looks doesn’t matter to me. “Is Scott here?” 
 
    “No, he ran out to get us dinner. I hope you don’t mind Thai.” 
 
    “That sounds fine.” I finally look around at the small space that is his kitchen and living room. With him in it, it looks so small, but it still has a cozy feeling to it. Minus the workout equipment that takes up a lot of space and the dirty clothes everywhere. 
 
    Two doors are off to the right side of the living room area. The bedrooms? That just makes me wonder where the bathroom is. 
 
    I look back at Chamberlain, who is quietly waiting, and give him a grin. He leans down and kisses me again. Then he shocks me by picking me up and carrying me over to the couch where he sets us both down, never breaking our connection. “I can’t believe you’re here.” He pushes my hair out of my face and glances deep into my eyes. 
 
    “I am,” I whisper back. 
 
    “Quit getting it on like rabbits! We don’t need little K.C.s or Chamberlains running around, dammit!” Scott slams the door, causing me to jump once again by his interruption. I can’t see him because Chamberlain’s face blocks my view, but I start to laugh when I see the look of annoyance on Chamberlain’s rugged face. I cup his stubble covered cheeks and give him one last kiss before directing my attention to Scott. 
 
    “Chamberlain!” I squeal as he pulls me by my hips to sit between his legs while Scott sets the food up on the coffee table in front of us and grabs his notebook. 
 
    “All right, study buddy!” Scott claps his hands together and sits in the armchair next to us. “I looked over the syllabus and saw we have one big project that we can do with a partner toward the end of the semester. What do you say if we start it early?” 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I ROLL MY shoulders as I cuddle closer to Chamberlain while the movie plays. After Scott had stolen enough of my time, Chamberlain kicked him out so we could have some alone time. We settled on a movie, and I was happy to find out we have the same taste in films. 
 
    “My dream girl.” Chamberlain laughs at the comedic fooleries of Mel Brooks’ History of the World Part One. 
 
    “What can I say? I love comedies, especially anything from Mel Brooks.” Chamberlain brings his hand down and threads his fingers with mine while bringing my hand up to kiss the back of it. 
 
    “Are you excited for tomorrow night?” 
 
    That’s right! 
 
    It’s hard to believe his fight is already here. 
 
    Am I ready? 
 
    I think so. I’m a little nervous about watching him take hits. I don’t want to see him get hurt, but that’s just a part that I’m going to have to deal with 
 
    “Yes, just a little worried.” Then there is the part where I am staying the night here. Now that makes me a little more nervous, but at the same time, anticipation fills me at the thought of sleeping next to him all night. 
 
    “Don’t be, Katie. I’ll be just fine. It’s part of the job. Besides -” he pulls me closer - “I’ll win.” 
 
    “You are sure?” I can’t keep the nerves out of my voice. 
 
    “You would doubt me? Panda, I’m wounded.” He feigns hurt. 
 
    “No. I’m just not sure how I can handle seeing you take a hit.” I trace a finger over the Celtic cross on his forearm. 
 
    “Everything will be fine. Over in a heartbeat.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    THUMP-THUMP. 
 
    Thump-thump. 
 
    My heart sets a fast pace in my throat, causing it to tighten and almost close. I’m plastered to Scott’s side, clenching his arm as the announcer comes to the center of the ring. 
 
    “He’ll be just fine, K.C.,” Scott shouts over the crowd. We are packed into this warehouse like sardines. 
 
    I nod, but my eyes stay focused, unblinking, at the ring. 
 
    Please don’t let him get too hurt. 
 
    I close my eyes, but it does nothing to ease my worry. 
 
    I’m rushing out of the house to go pick up Chamberlain and Scott so we can go to the fight together. Chamberlain insisted on us watching some of the matches before his. That way, I could get a better feel of what was going to happen when he steps into the ring. And for him to explain some of the rules to me. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” My mother’s voice halts me as I make my way to the kitchen and then the back door, my escape. 
 
    “Out,” I state. “I have plans this evening, and I won’t be home until tomorrow.” I pull my coat on over Chamberlain’s hoodie. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She steps in front of me to stop me. 
 
    “Yes. I’m an adult. I’ve told you, I won’t let you control me.” I raise my bag up on my shoulder as I step around her. “Now, if you will excuse me. I’ll be off.” 
 
    “I won’t let you go down this destructive path, Katherine.” Her ice-cold hand grabs me roughly and pulls me back to face her. “Stop this. Don’t become an embarrassment to your father and me.” I almost believe the pleading tone in her voice. Almost. 
 
    “I already am, Mother.” I jerk my hand free. “Let me live my life. I’m happy now. For the first time in my life, please don’t take over.” I leave her, mouth gaping. I can’t help but smile from standing up to my mother. 
 
    I manage to get to the apartment soon enough for Chamberlain to take over driving and Scott to slide into the backseat, making comments about what he could do with all the space back there. I ignored him. 
 
    To my surprise, there are many people at the warehouse. I thought it would be hush-hush like you see in movies and in books. For it being underground not-so-legal fights, it is popular. And to my dismay, I notice Amber and Lizzy waiting out front in too-tight, too-small dresses for this time of year. Heck, for any time of year. 
 
    Lizzy is the first to notice us and bounces up to Scott’s side, rubbing against him. 
 
    “I missed you, Scott,” she whines, trying to grab his hand, but he jerks it away. Amber stayed back, watching us, but her eyes were solely set on me. Well, more like on my hand in Chamberlain’s. 
 
    “Come on, Liz, let’s get to our seats.” Amber continues to watch me while calling to her friend. Lizzy pouts and lets go of Scott, following Amber into the building. 
 
    “Bitches …” Scott shakes his head. “Come on, lil’ bit, you come with me while C gets ready.” My grip on Chamberlain’s becomes a vise; I don’t want to leave him. 
 
    “Katie …” I look up at Chamberlain. He shaved this morning and spent most of the day getting himself pumped up and ready. He’s barely talked to me on the phone at all. I understand to a point; I remember what it was like right before a ballet recital. I was always a mixture of nerves and excitement. 
 
    “Everything will be okay. I talked to Scott; he will bring you back to my locker room before my fight starts. But for now, go sit with him. He’ll answer your questions about the fights.” He kisses me deeply and then walks away. 
 
    “Please be safe.” I grab his jacket, holding him to me longer. 
 
    “Come on, K.C.” Scott lightly grabs my arm and pulls me away. “He’ll be just fine. This isn’t his first time.” 
 
    My eyes stay on Chamberlain. His dark blue eyes are set and determined. I blow him a kiss before I disappear behind the doors with Scott guiding me in the opposite direction. 
 
    For the next couple of hours, I sit by Scott’s side and, sadly, in front of Amber and Lizzy, who laugh and make fun of me whenever I ask a question about the fight happening in the ring. 
 
    Thank God for Scott because every time he takes a moment to explain a rule or a move, he then turns around to give a tongue-lashing to the pair of rude girls. 
 
    By the fifth match, I pretty much have all the basics down and most of the rules when Scott stands and grabs my hand. “Come on, let’s go see Chamberlain.” 
 
    Amber groans in frustration as I stand and follow Scott down the stands and around the ring toward a set of doors on the west side of the room. 
 
    Once we are through the doors, we are met with stark quiet, which is a complete turnaround from the ring and stands with shouting fans. The hallway is dim, leading to another set of double doors at the end. We walk in and find Chamberlain sitting on a bench, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. 
 
    He is wearing a pair of black and white boxer shorts with white athletic tape over his knuckles and on most of his hands. “Ready to kick some ass, brother?” Scott leaves me in the doorway and makes his way over to slap Chamberlain on the back. 
 
    He shoots up to a standing position. 
 
    “Hell, yeah.” 
 
    “You ready to win this fucker?” Scott’s enthusiastic yells get Chamberlain bouncing on his toes. “You ready to show your girl how great you are?” 
 
    He stops bouncing and sets his eyes on me. His fists clench at his sides, ready to throw some punches. Everything about his stance shows how ready he is for this. His eyes are almost black, the deepest midnight blue I’ve ever seen. I gasp, and my body starts to respond to him. 
 
    “Fuck, yes.” His nostrils flare as if he can smell my desire in the air. His strong legs carry him over to me in a slow, steady pace. He bends down to meet my face. “Kiss for good luck?” 
 
    Smiling, I cup his bare cheeks, missing the feel of his stubble. “I like you with stubble.” I pout but reach behind his head and bring his lips to mine. 
 
    “Now, to bring your attention to this ring tonight one last time!” The announcer quiets the crowd and my memory, drawing my focus to him. “In the blue corner is Morris ‘The Sleeper’ Canon!” 
 
    The crowd rises up and cheers along with a mixture of booing. I find myself clapping just to be polite. 
 
    “And in the red corner, a crowd favorite - Chamberlain ‘The Predator’ Lawrence!” 
 
    The crowd is louder, and I hear absolutely no booing. Women are going crazy throughout the ring. 
 
    “Relax, K.C.,” Scott bends down and whispers in my ear. He turns, causing me to follow his line of view. Chamberlain comes jogging toward us; he jumps into the ring and stands on the middle rope, facing the crowd and waving his hands up in the air to get the crowd louder. 
 
    He does a backflip off the ropes and turns to face his opponent. “He’s showing off,” Scott grumbles with a wide grin. 
 
    The referee steps in to join Chamberlain and the other. “They are going over the rules now. Just like before,” Scott explains as I watch. “They’ll bump gloves and then the first round will start.” 
 
    “Okay.” My eyes focus on Chamberlain’s gloves. Like his shorts, they are black and white. I’m starting to see a theme … 
 
    The bell rings, and Chamberlain dodges the first swing from the other fighter. I’m instantly on my toes and frantically trying to find somewhere to put my hands. 
 
    The Sleeper keeps swinging, and Chamberlain keeps dancing around him. When an opening finally comes, Chamberlain takes it. He goes in dodging another swing. His right fist collides with The Sleeper’s rib cage. 
 
    “Ouch.” I cringe, making Scott laugh. 
 
    “I’ve seen the guy take harder hits.” The bell rings for the end of the first round. 
 
    It’s over already? 
 
    They go to their respective corners, and Scott climbs in to help Chamberlain. He isn’t breathing hard at all, and barely any sweat is on his brow. I’m coated in my own sweat and I’m just standing here. 
 
    I look across to The Sleeper; he is grabbing the side of his head where Chamberlain’s fist met and talking to his friends. Sweat glistens on his forehead. This isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I feel myself start to calm and take a seat in my chair so I can enjoy this. 
 
    Chamberlain wanted me here, he wants me by his side, and that makes me very happy. 
 
    Scott jumps back down and takes his seat next to me. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “Great.” He sits back. “Top of the world. He feels invincible, thanks to you.” 
 
    “Me?” I’m confused. 
 
    “You have given him a breath of life again, K.C. There is a fire that hasn’t been around since his mom got sick.” He puts his arm on the back of my chair. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, Scott.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” He leaves it at that and focuses back on the fight as the bell rings again. 
 
    How could I, one person, bring life back to someone? Sure, I feel great, amazing chemistry with Chamberlain and a raw need for him. If anything, Chamberlain put a breath back into my life. I feel freedom, a happiness that I never knew about. I crave more, want more with him. Watching him up in the ring draws me closer to his light. I just pray I don’t get burned. 
 
    The bell rings, bringing me out of my thoughts. I missed the round. “He’ll get him in this last round,” Scott says as he gets up again and goes to Chamberlain’s side. Chamberlain has a light layer of sweat all over him, and his breathing is a little labored, but he isn’t as bad as The Sleeper. 
 
    When Scott returns to his seat, his excitement is higher. “Ready to see how he got the name The Predator?” 
 
    “Yes.” A megawatt smile spreads across my face. This is actually fun. And that’s because Chamberlain is winning. He springs up when the bell rings and goes in for the kill. 
 
    “Can you see how The Sleeper is growing tired?” Scott points out, and I nod, seeing it easily. His movements aren’t as fluid or as fast as they were in the first round. He is staying back away from Chamberlain more. Chamberlain’s arms aren’t as close to his face as they were in the first round. 
 
    “C’s moving from defense to offense,” Scott explains, somehow knowing that I’m watching only Chamberlain. 
 
    He slowly starts to circle around The Sleeper, his eyes narrowed and set on his target. “He’s so predatory.” 
 
    I don’t realize I said it aloud until Scott starts to laugh. “That’s why they call him The Predator, lil’ bit.” 
 
    I watch closely as Chamberlain delivers blow after blow until The Sleeper finally falls to the canvas and doesn’t get back up. The referee steps in, backs Chamberlain up, checks The Sleeper, and then stands, taking Chamberlain’s arm and announcing him the winner. 
 
    With the crowd going wild and pride shining through his whole face and body, his eyes are only on me and no one else. His smile is wide and infectious. 
 
    “Come on.” Scott grabs my hand and guides me to the double doors of the locker rooms as Chamberlain makes his own way to us. 
 
    When the door closes behind the three of us, Chamberlain picks me up; hands still in his gloves, he wraps his sweat covered arms around me, swinging me around. “Chamberlain! Stop!” I laugh as he slowly slides me down his front. I’m left feeling every single hot muscle against my hypersensitive skin. 
 
    “Never.” He brushes a kiss across my lips. This earns us a groan from Scott. 
 
    “Come on you two, let’s get you changed, C, and then we’ll go celebrate. I need to find a woman for the night.” 
 
    “Just for the night?” I cock my head to the side, regarding him. 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “I’ve told you. I’m too much for just one woman and especially for a long-term thing.” He cringes and waves his hands around. 
 
    “I smell commitment problems.” I cross my arms, keeping my eyes on Scott while Chamberlain chuckles. 
 
    I turn to allow Chamberlain to change, but he refuses to let me leave the room without him, not knowing what sick freaks are out there. His words, not mine. 
 
    “Come on, Katie.” He laces his fingers with mine after he dresses and he guides us out of the building. A group of fans, mainly girls, stops us. That includes Amber and Lizzy. 
 
    Chamberlain ignores their calls, but I see Scott hone in on one and brings her with us. “Fucking, Scott.” Chamberlain shakes his head as he unlocks my car and holds my door open for me. “Where to?” he asks Scott while shutting my door. 
 
    “Same place?” Scott answers as he gets into the backseat with the girl who is busy typing away on her phone and chomping on her gum. 
 
    That is rather annoying. 
 
    I frown and turn back to the front while Chamberlain pulls us into the street and toward our next destination. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I’VE COME TO learn gum girl’s name is Patricia; she uses the word ‘like’ as a filler, and it’s almost every other word. Even though she is glad to have Scott’s attention, for now, she still focuses more on her phone. I also learned she is friends with all the girls who were waiting for Chamberlain, along with Amber and Lizzy. Twenty minutes after we got to the bar, they all showed up. 
 
    Now, I’m sitting at the bar with a giant black X on my hand to indicate that I am a minor, which is fine. I’ve never been interested in drinking. Scott sits on the right side of me while Chamberlain stands behind me, close, slamming back drink after drink. 
 
    He’s making me nervous. When my father drinks too much, he gets angry, mean, and very cruel; it makes me skittish and ready to get out of here. 
 
    Plus, to top it all off, all the girls, including Patricia, who was friendly at the beginning, are glaring daggers at me. Chamberlain leans into me. “How are you doing, baby?” He nuzzles his face into my neck, sending the euphoric feeling I love down my spine. I lean my head back on him and smile as I inhale. 
 
    “I’m fine. How are you?” Reaching up, I cup the back of his neck and hold him to me as his large hands wrap around my waist. He kisses me and then stands back, throwing his arms in the air. 
 
    “I’m king of the fucking world! And I have my queen right here by my side!” He wraps his arm around me, making me giggle as he hoists me into the air. Every male in the bar cheers. He sets me back down to my feet and kisses me passionately, too passionately for public. I love this fun, playful, sexually hungry side of him but not with all these people. 
 
    Suddenly, the rush to use the restroom hits me. It’s probably from all the water I’ve drunk in the last three hours. I stand and reach up on my toes to whisper in his ear. “I’m going to the restroom.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “No.” I hold up my hand. “I’ll be okay, just stay here and have fun.” He eyes me warily. “Please?” 
 
    “Fine.” He takes another pull of his beer and watches me walk away. 
 
    I relieve myself and am pulling my pants back up when I hear the door open. I freeze when I hear Amber’s laugh. “Can you believe he brought her here?” a voice who is not Amber ask. 
 
    “He’s just playing around.” I peek through the crack of the stall and see Amber dabbing her too bright red lips and pushing her chest up so high she could probably touch her breasts with her chin. “He’ll come to his senses and come back to me; it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll come back to you and not come on to one of us?” the other girl asks, looking smug. “Or even leave her? She seems nice.” This one doesn’t seem too bad. 
 
    Amber’s eyes shift. I think she spots me. I back up to hide. I’m relieved she doesn’t notice as she starts talking again. “Oh please, she’s a little rich bitch who is just slumming it. He’ll figure that out.” 
 
    How dare her. She doesn’t even know me. 
 
    “And if you bitches try to take him from me, I’ll blackmail you. And you know I can.” I’ve never understood why girls call each other by such horrible names, and then turn around and get angry at men calling them the same. 
 
    I hear a grumbled agreement, and then the door opens again and shuts. Knowing the coast is clear, I exit my stall and wash my hands. I want to get back to where I’m safe and away from cruel girls. 
 
    I’m drying my hands when, once again, I freeze. A toilet flushes, and Amber exits another stall adjusting herself again. She looks up, and a vindictive smile greets me. 
 
    She knew I was here. 
 
    “Well, hello Kaycee.” 
 
    “It’s K.C.,” I grind out. 
 
    “K.C.” She says my name in the most sickeningly sweet way. It is completely fake. She fixes her makeup again and doesn’t wash her hands. 
 
    Disgusting. 
 
    “So how does it work with you and the boys?” She tilts her head to me. “Do they share you or something? Because you should know Chamberlain has been known to share from time to time.” 
 
    I gasp in horror. That doesn’t sound like him at all. Could he really be capable of something that vile? 
 
    “Oh yes, Chamberlain never had a problem in his past. What makes you think you would be anything special to him? Especially since you probably don’t even know about Gwen.” 
 
    Gwen? 
 
    “So back to Scott and Chamberlain. Do they tag team you or just one at a -” 
 
    “How dare you!” I cut her off. My fists ball tightly. “You know nothing about me, and you know nothing about my relationship with Chamberlain and my friendship with Scott.” I grab the door to leave, and “Never Say Never” by The Fray leaks into the room. “Stay away from me,” I warn her and then leave her standing there with a tube of lipstick halfway to her mouth. 
 
    I storm down the hallway, not focusing on where I am going, and slam into a solid wall of muscle. 
 
    “Whoa there, little lady.” A slurred voice that accompanies the hands that are grabbing my upper arms stops me from falling backward. The man looks old enough to be my father with a long, graying ponytail and a long beard. He smells like a mix of fish and alcohol. “What’s the rush, beautiful?” One of his eyes squints, and he tries his best to offer me a nice smile. 
 
    “I need to get back to my boyfriend.” I offer him a smile in return. 
 
    “All right then.” He lets go of me. “Don’t wander too far from him. A nice, pretty little thing like you could get hurt.” He pats my shoulders and moves out of my way. 
 
    I walk back to the bar and find Scott in the same spot but with a bottle of water instead of a beer. Chamberlain is hovering over my empty barstool, ignoring the girls around him. 
 
    That is another thing I don’t understand about girls. They wear tight outfits and act like complete idiots in the hopes of snagging a guy or trying to steal another girl’s man. Chamberlain has made it perfectly clear that he isn’t interested by having his back to them. He has more interest in his beer bottle’s label. 
 
    I march over and take my seat back. Chamberlain drunkenly smiles down at me and slams the rest of his beer before asking for another. His hand returns to my waist, anchoring me to him. I look back at my glass of water and find it topped off. 
 
    “Hey, is everything okay?” Scott leans toward me right at the moment I see Amber walk back in to join Lizzy and the rest of their friends. Scott follows my gaze and purses his lips. “Would you like to go, K.C.? I can get C to leave if you’re uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I don’t want to rain on his parade,” I reply weakly, but I don’t want to be here. 
 
    “Bullshit.” Scott stands and taps on Chamberlain’s shoulder. “C, let’s go. Your girl is getting uncomfortable.” 
 
    Chamberlain quickly directs his focus on me. “I’m sorry, panda.” He takes Scott’s abandoned seat and pulls me on his lap. “Do you want to leave?” I nod into his chest. “What’s making you uncomfortable?” 
 
    Everything. You drinking, the girls hating me. 
 
    Scott clears his throat and jerks his head to where Amber is. Chamberlain growls and gets up, taking me with him against the safety of his chest. “Easy now, C.” Scott puts his hand on Chamberlain’s shoulder in an attempt to stop him. “Don’t make a scene; you know how you get when you drink too much.” 
 
    “You fucking bitch!” he shouts, ignoring Scott. The bar silences and all eyes move back and forth from Chamberlain to Amber, who is standing completely still, horrified by Chamberlain’s outburst. “You couldn’t be faithful to me when were together, and now, after I finally find someone who actually cares about me, you try to ruin it! Leave me alone! Leave Katie alone, Amber!” Chamberlain grabs our coats and drags me out. 
 
    “Then tell her about Gwen.” Amber recovers and challenges Chamberlain, crossing her arms with a smug, self-satisfied look on her face. 
 
    Chamberlain cools off quickly. Going completely stiff next to me, he stands exactly how he was walking, with one leg in front of the other. “Okay! Well, that’s enough for one night!” Scott joins us, pushing me and jerking Chamberlain into motion. 
 
    That is the second time I’ve heard her name. 
 
    Who is she? 
 
    When we walk into the cold winter air, Chamberlain starts to sway. “That will be the alcohol hitting him.” Scott quickly lifts Chamberlain against his shoulder. “Get the door, quickly, K.C. He’s heavy.” 
 
    “Front or back?” 
 
    “Front. He’ll freak if I’m sitting next to you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I open the front door, and after a few minutes, we manage to get Chamberlain folded into my car. Scott climbs into the back while I get in the driver’s seat and we take off to the apartment. “Does he have a problem with drinking, Scott?” 
 
    “What? No.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see the glow from his phone. “He gets excited, but it’s been ages since he lost control.” 
 
    “He has in the past?” 
 
    “Right after his mom died. He went downhill fast. It took forever for him to crawl out, but he did it.” 
 
    We grow quiet, only Chamberlain’s loud breathing is heard. I can’t get over this unease that has taken hold of me with the arrival of the subject known as the mysterious Gwen. 
 
    “Who is Gwen, Scott?” 
 
    “Gwen? Oh!” Scott sits forward, poking his head between the seats. “She’s a really great friend of mine and C’s. You would have met her tonight, but she was helping her mom.” 
 
    “Her mom?” 
 
    “You’ve been to the diner with C, right? Met Rose?” 
 
    “Yes.” My grip tightens on the steering wheel. 
 
    “That’s Gwen’s mom. She was friends with Marissa, C’s mom. We grew up with Gwen. That’s it, no worries.” I nod a return to my silence. 
 
    No worries? 
 
    Then why is it eating away at me? For some reason, it feels like there is more to the story than that. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    WE MANAGED TO get Chamberlain up the stairs, into the apartment, and onto his bed without much strain. Scott held most of his weight while I opened and closed doors with only my overnight bag. 
 
    I set it on the floor in Chamberlain’s room after Scott threw him on his bed. It is a pretty small room; about the size of my bathroom. I have way too much room for a single person. My bedroom is the size of their living room and kitchen. 
 
    Chamberlain’s bed dominates the room. It is a simple king size, but the size of his room makes it look bigger. He has a single dresser and laundry basket next to it. Another door to the right of the room I learned was the bathroom, and on the other side of the bathroom was another door that led to Scott’s room. 
 
    “Well, if you need me, just knock.” Scott pats my shoulders and leaves me with the sleeping beast. “Don’t worry, I sleep with clothes on,” he teases with a wolfish grin. 
 
    I stare at Chamberlain’s slumbering form for a beat before I decide to change before I attempt to get him ready for bed.  I grab my bag and head into the bathroom, instantly locking the far door that led to Scott’s bedroom. I don’t need him accidentally walking in on me. 
 
    I change out of my jeans and t-shirt into a pair of pajama pants and a sports bra, throw my hair up in a messy bun, and remove my makeup and contacts. I dig out my toothbrush and glasses to finish my nightly routine. 
 
    Once I’m satisfied with how clean my teeth feel, I grab my bag, unlock Scott’s door, and head back into Chamberlain’s room where he remains snoring softly. Deciding the best place to start is his boots, I kneel down and unlace them, removing them and his socks. He rolls his ankles and bends his toes, causing everything to make a popping sound. 
 
    Throwing his socks in his laundry basket, I move up to unzip his coat and undo his belt. I stop for a moment and stare at my hands that now hold the button to his pants. This feels so new and so nerve-wracking at the same time. 
 
    You can do this, K.C. 
 
    I’m only undressing him for bed. It isn’t like we are about to do something. I’m taking care of him, not taking advantage of him. 
 
    My face turns red hot as I roll my lips between my teeth and carefully undo his button and then his zipper. Chamberlain moans and stirs in his sleep but doesn’t wake up. Blowing out a breath, I move around to the foot of his bed and pull his pants down. I grab the waist of his pants and give them a good tug but only get them a tiny ways off his hips. 
 
    Great. 
 
    I pull again and this time, they come down off his hips and halfway down his thighs. But so do his boxer briefs. 
 
    “Oh God!’ I screech as I fall back on my butt. He’s very … well endowed. 
 
    Holy moly! 
 
    My mind starts spinning with ideas of him and me naked. I know that girls say this all the time, especially in movies and books, but is that going to even fit when we get there? I feel my eyes bug out of my head as I take him in. I’ve never actually seen one before; the health books in school don’t count. I can’t even understand why some think they look beautiful. To me, he looks scary. 
 
    My body starts to ache as I stay on the ground, looking up at him. Chamberlain is an exquisite sample of male perfection. His muscles are ripped and tight, his face is chiseled and sharp, his eyes can go from soft to predatory in an instant, his lips are pouty and soft, a stark contrast to the rest of him, and now that I’ve truly seen all of him physically, I want more. More of him, but his personality and kind ways call to me as well, and I can’t forget about that alpha side of him that leaves me yearning. 
 
    Chamberlain grumbles, reaches down, and scratches himself there before he pulls his boxer briefs back up. That breaks my hypnosis. 
 
    I get up and focus on getting him undressed. I easily pull his pants the rest of the way off and toss them into the basket. Then it gets harder. How am I going to lift him to get his coat and shirt off? 
 
    There is no way I could lift him on my own without waking him, and I’m not totally sure what he would think of me undressing him in his drunken state. 
 
    I need help. 
 
    I walk to Scott’s door in the bathroom and knock. I hear shuffling and then cussing. He opens the door, jumping on one foot. “What’s up?” He cringes. He must have hit something or stepped on something. “I didn’t know you wore glasses.” He gives me his devil-may-care smile. “You look cute in them. I bet you could pull off the whole naughty schoolgirl look.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I wave my hand for him to follow me. “I can’t get his coat and shirt off.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you could,” he jokes. I choose to ignore him and wait for him to come and lift Chamberlain for me. Once we have his coat and shirt off, Chamberlain stirs a little as we put him on one side of the bed and cover him up. “Night.” 
 
    “Thank you. Good night, Scott.” He goes back to his own room. It hits me that he came back alone. I’ll have to ask Chamberlain in the morning about that. 
 
    I walk over, shut off the light, and crawl under the covers. I stay far to my side, a little nervous about sleeping next to him for the first time. It’s alien and entirely new; I want to welcome it, but I’m scared. 
 
    “Katie?” Chamberlain’s voice is hoarse, and I feel him patting the bed looking for me. His hand finds my side and wraps around it, so his forearm is on my lower belly. “What are you doing all the way over there? Come here, baby.” He pulls me to him, so my body molds to his. He runs his nose up and down my neck before nuzzling down deep into the crook of my neck and takes a deep breath. “Always be my beauty, and I will remain your beast.” It sounds almost like a question, but I can’t be for sure, so I don’t answer. “I’m keeping you forever, Katie.” He places a gentle kiss on my shoulder and drifts back to sleep. 
 
    I lie there for a few minutes, trying to relax enough to enjoy this feeling. It finally comes - the content feeling I have when I’m in his arms. I place my hand over his and follow him into the land of dreams. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    WARMTH MOVES FROM my body to my face, drawing me out of my slumber. Opening my eyes, the lovely sight that is Chamberlain Lawrence greets me. His stubble is coming back, making him look more like the guy I’m falling hopelessly for. His deep blue eyes watch me with glee. “Morning.” I smile up at him; my voice is hoarse from sleep. 
 
    “I could watch you forever,” he states simply as he runs the back of one of his fingers up and down my cheek. “I can’t believe you are here.” 
 
    “I told you I would stay the night.” I close my eyes, absorbing his touch. 
 
    “I want this every morning.” He brushes his lips lightly across mine. 
 
    “Chamberlain …” I laugh nervously. “That’s moving a little too fast.” His face falls. “We are still in the part of getting to know each other, all right?” I frame his face with my hands and bring his lips down to mine. I pour every feeling I have for him, making sure he doesn’t question how I feel about him. 
 
    “I don’t want this to disappear.” He shifts on top of me, his legs resting between mine, and … On a sharp intake, I look up at him. “Sorry, it’s morning, and I have my beautiful girlfriend next to me.” He kisses me once more. 
 
    I weave my fingers together behind his head and hold him to me. I want to enjoy this, but the whole mystery about Gwen has my mind turning. I pull my lips from his reluctantly and nearly forget my question when he licks his bottom lip. “Chamberlain, I need to ask you something.” 
 
    The lust-filled look in his eyes turns serious by the tone of my voice. “What’s the matter?” He moves so the top of his body is to the side of me, but his legs are still between mine. One of his arms goes under my head and turns me to look at him. 
 
    “Who’s Gwen?” 
 
    Chamberlain’s brow knits together in confusion. “Was she at the bar last night?” 
 
    “No. Do you remember anything while we were at the bar?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shakes his head. “All I know is I was the king of the fucking world with my beautiful girl by my side.” 
 
    “You kept saying that last night.” I roll my eyes and laugh when he grabs my side. 
 
    “Shit, must have been interesting.” 
 
    “I was nervous around you,” I barely whisper. I’m not sure if he even heard me. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My father drinks, and when he drinks too much, he gets really mean.” I cuddle into him. “It’s just a learned instinct.” 
 
    “I would never do anything to hurt you, Katie.” He snarls. 
 
    “I know. That’s why I want to how who she is.” 
 
    His hands come up my back and start to rub. “Just a really good friend. I’ve known her forever. We grew up together. Why, are you worried?” 
 
    Am I? 
 
    I’m not sure. How can I be jealous or worried about someone I haven’t met yet? Who am I to judge? This relationship is still too new to me. I guess I am a little worried that he is playing me. 
 
    “Not really. It’s just that Amber brought her up and you tensed.” I put my hand up by my face and draw an infinity sign on his chest. I don’t want to give in to my worry. 
 
    “Not sure why that happened,” he mumbles. “Amber never did understand my friendship with Gwen. Don’t let her get to you, baby.” I’m not sure how long we lay in each other’s embrace, but our arrangement is comfortable. “What else happened last night?” Chamberlain breaks the silence and pushes back to gaze at me. 
 
    “Oh, Amber decided to talk about getting you back in the restroom with another girl while I was in the stall. And then she proceeded to bug me afterward.” His eyes narrow. “Don’t worry, I can handle myself. She reminds me of Zoey.” 
 
    “Fucking bitch,” he mutters, making me laugh. “What else?” 
 
    “Nothing much. You yelled at Amber, which is why she brought up Gwen, and then we left.” Then I remember what I wanted to ask him. “Scott came back alone. Why is that?” 
 
    Chamberlain chuckles. “I really did drink too much last night.” I’m about to ask him what that means, but he answers before I can ask. “When I get a little too carried away, Scott ditches whoever he is planning to bring home. Well, her place. No girls are allowed here, except you and Gwen. Who was he with last night? It wasn’t Lizzy, was it?” He crinkles his nose in disgust. 
 
    “God, no. That Patricia girl. She looked pissed when we left. Is Lizzy that bad?” 
 
    “She’s fucking crazy, Katie. She will try anything to get Scott. Better him than me,” he adds. “Promise me you’ll look after him if I can’t. It’s just a matter of time before he goes too far when messing with her and she gets what she wants.” 
 
    “I will.” I may not know what she is capable of, but I don’t want anything to happen to my friend. 
 
    “Good, enough talking. I have my girl in my arms, in my bed finally, and I really want to kiss her again.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping you.” He pulls me up to him and devours my lips. When I open my mouth, his pure Chamberlain taste invades every bud in my mouth, drawing a sweet moan from me. His hand skates down my side until it reaches the back of my thigh; he grabs it and pulls it up over his hip. I can feel him everywhere. “Chamberlain.” I moan his name as I gently grind against him, where I want him. 
 
    “Fuck.” His grip on my thigh tightens as he pushes up into me, grinding in the oh-so-tiniest of movements. He comes back to kiss me, hungrier now. His other hand finds its way out from under us and wraps around my back, keeping me close to him. I want him, and I want him badly. I finally want this explosive chemistry between us to lead to something more. The thoughts of too fast are long forgotten. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” In a pleading tone, I look into his eyes, begging for what we both want. He swallows, making his Adam’s apple bob, and then licks his lips. He moves me back as his free hand goes into the waistband of my pajama pants … 
 
    “Morning, you two love … fuck! Sorry!” Scott’s arrival couldn’t be worse. I jump closer to Chamberlain and try my best to cover myself even though I’m clothed. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Scott!” Chamberlain reaches over the bed to the floor, picks something up, and throws a shoe at his best friend. “Learn to fucking knock!” 
 
    Scott finds it amusing while I remain motionless. “Well, now that you two aren’t doing anything, I’m making waffles!” His face splits into a wide smile. This guy is crazy, crazy funny. “With eggs and turkey bacon!” 
 
    “Could you save me a couple of eggs, please?” My voice is small and still filled with embarrassment. “I would like to make an omelet.” 
 
    “No problem.” Scott dodges another shoe and vanishes from the doorway. 
 
    “Fucking idiot,” Chamberlain grumbles, sits up, and pulls me onto his lap. “You good?” 
 
    “Yes. Just embarrassed. Is he always like this?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. But I think he’ll get a little better the more you are around.” He rubs his nose behind my ear. “Let’s go eat. Put on my shirt. I don’t want him seeing so much of your skin.” 
 
    “Bossy.” I get off his lap. “He saw me like this last night and just now. It’s not like I don’t have something he hasn’t seen before, Chamberlain.” 
 
    He jumps up and looms over me, backing me against his dresser. “Yes, you do,” he growls. “This is mine. Something no other man will ever get to see, understand?” 
 
    God, that is sexy. I like being all his. I don’t care that he is a little bossy at times. This makes me want him again, but I’d better stop those thoughts with Scott here. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good.” He pulls a shirt over my head. “Let’s eat.” 
 
    It was nice having a normal breakfast. Sure, I enjoy my meals with Fiona, but this was different. They guys were laidback and in no rush. Sadly, I was. I needed to get home before World War III broke out. 
 
    “Drive safe, Katie.” Chamberlain looks at the clear street. 
 
    “Chamberlain,” I groan. “The roads are fine, and I’ll be okay.” He gives me a tight nod with pursed lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “No.” He pouts. “I’ll be at the gym instead of the center tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then I’ll try to come see you.” I offer him a kiss. 
 
    “Fine.” He lets go of me. I turn to get in my car when SLAP! He delivers a hard spank to my bottom. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He throws me his sexy-as-sin and dimpled grin. “See you later, panda.” 
 
    I blow him one last kiss and drive off. I feel so full and content being with him. I’m addicted to his caring behavior. It seems a bit excessive, like the driving conditions right now, but I don’t mind. It’s nice to have someone other than Fiona care about me. 
 
    Absentmindedly, I wonder if it has something to do with being all alone, minus Scott. He has no family, at least none that he has told me about. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be without the two people who love and care for you most in the world. Then again, I can in a way. My parents never once seemed to care about me. 
 
    I am blond rather than brunette. That is thanks to my Grandmother Cunningham. I never fit the type of person they tried to shape me in to. I idly wonder if they’ve finally forgotten about me. Besides my mother’s attempt to control me yesterday, no one has really bothered me. But it could be they are too busy preparing for the gala this coming weekend. 
 
    I wave hello to Fiona when I come in and leave her to her show and baking in the kitchen. When I get to my room, I stand at the door and am perplexed. 
 
    Why is this open? 
 
    I remember locking it before I left yesterday. When I enter, I find Zoey on her knees in my closet. “What are you doing?” She jumps up the best her skirt will allow. 
 
    “I was looking for your blue suede pumps. I want them for my dress this weekend.” 
 
    “Then wait and ask!” For the first time, I let my temper go. “What is wrong with you?” I storm over to her, dropping my bag, and shoving her aside while I walk into my closet. I walk to the back where my shoeboxes are and grab the one she is looking for. I know that isn’t what she was looking for. Her dress is not going to match. I step back and look down around me. None of my shoes are moved, meaning she wasn’t looking through them. 
 
    Glaring, I turn around and shove the box into her hands. “Here. Now, get out.” 
 
    “Thanks, sis.” She glares back at me and then stomps out of my room, not even bothering to shut my door. I turn back to my closet and look at everything. She was in my dresser, but nothing is there for her to find. 
 
    What could she have been after? 
 
    Thankfully, I hide my schoolbooks under my mattress. I know she is still temperamental over the whole Timothy ordeal, but really, is she that desperate to find something to blackmail me with? 
 
    Well, she won’t find anything. 
 
    I barely get a moment to pick up my bag and set it on my bed when my room phone goes off. “Great.” I pick it up. “Yes?” I answer as calmly as I can. 
 
    “My room now, Katherine.” My mother hangs up. I wasn’t expecting it to be her, but I really wasn’t sure if it would be my father since I know he is most likely not here. 
 
    On my way to my mother’s room, I try to calm myself. What right does Zoey to have come into my personal space? I haven’t set foot in her room in years. I chalk it up to just another way we are different. When I reach my mother’s door, I knock softly only to be answered by a sharp, “Come in,” and the yipping of the devil dog himself. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” I walk into her room, finding her at her vanity chair. Her room reminds me of the stepmother’s room in Cinderella, dark and gloomy. My parents haven’t shared a room in years. Mainly because my father spends most of his time either in DC or with his indiscretions. 
 
    “I am still not over how you acted yesterday, Katherine.” She powders her nose and doesn’t turn to me. Instead, she leans down to pick up her evil dog. “It is unacceptable.” 
 
    “I’m just being independent and living my own life. It isn’t my fault you and Father raised a strong girl like myself.” Which is partially true; Fiona more or less raised me after she came to work here. 
 
    “Hold your tongue!” She finally looks at me and stands, still cradling Lucifer like a baby. “You do remember your father’s gala is this weekend, correct?” 
 
    I try my hardest to keep my eyes from rolling. I don’t want to be scolded for that as well. “Yes, I do. I have my dress hanging up, my shoes set out, and a hair style in mind.” 
 
    Unfortunately. 
 
    “Good.” She comes around to stand in front of me. Lucifer quietly growls at me, and she makes no move to stop him. “Donald Phillips, the son of one of your father’s major benefactors, will accompany you. I won’t have you further embarrassing this family. We took quite a hit after the ordeal between you and Timothy.” 
 
    “He was already sleeping with Zoey, which is actually illegal, Mother. I’m not the embarrassment.” And if she thinks having someone like Donald as a match for me is okay, she is dead wrong. He is worse than Timothy. 
 
    Her slap across my face stings. I keep my face turned to the side in shock. Never in my life has she actually hit me before. “You will never speak of your sister like that again! At least, she knows her duty to this family and has honor.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I look back at her. My glare jolts her. “I have honor, but it’s to myself, and as for duty, well, you can keep it. If being under your control for my whole life makes you happy, I’d rather not have it.” I turn and make my way to the door. “And I will not have Donald accompanying me. My boyfriend, Chamberlain, will be coming with me. Don’t worry, we won’t embarrass you.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “I’VE GOT TO get to work, K.C.” Scott gathers up his books and sprints out of the classroom as soon as our instructor releases us. 
 
    About time. 
 
    I was starting to think he was lazy. It’s good to see he really does work. 
 
    “Looks like you’re all alone now, Kaycee.” Amber’s snide remark comes from behind me on my way to the parking lot. 
 
    “It’s actually K and then a C, Amber.” I drop my head as I chuckle to myself at Lizzy’s attempt to correct her friend’s insult. She really isn’t that bright. 
 
    “Shut up.” From the corner of my eye, Amber rushes up next to me while Lizzy flanks the other side. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “So did Chamberlain tell you about Gwen? How instead of having sex with me when we dated, he would go off and fuck her instead?” I blanch at her vulgar language. “You aren’t that special to him. He’ll always go back to her, which makes no sense because she’s a butch bitch.” 
 
    I stop walking and wait for her and Lizzy to turn to look at me. “And you still think somehow you’ll get him back? Really, Amber, do you ever listen to yourself?” 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, Lizzy volunteers information no one cares about. “She has plans to get him back, much like my plans to poke holes in cond-” 
 
    “Lizzy! Shut up! No one cares about Scott, so shut it!” Amber yells. 
 
    Poke holes in what? 
 
    My eyes widen when it dawns on me. 
 
    “Poke holes in condoms and trick him into sleeping with you? Oh, my God!” I push past them and rush to get away from the crazy. “You’re sick and twisted!” 
 
    Amber, not wanting Lizzy to ruin her chance of getting to me, runs after me. “Just take my word for it, all right!” she yells when I don’t stop at the doors. “She’ll act like your friend and then move in on him! She does it all the time!” 
 
    I get to my car as quickly as I can. I really don’t care for those two. Now, I need to find a way to make sure Scott does stay away from Lizzy. 
 
    I’d better tell Chamberlain. 
 
    The roads are turning to slush as I drive home while I dial Chamberlain’s number. He answers on the third ring. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” I can hear loud music in the background and sounds that would come from a garage. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I love how he can tell with a single word that something is off. 
 
    “Lizzy … she’s planning to trap Scott.” 
 
    “Umm … okay? How?” I hear a voice in the background, a feminine one. “Give me a sec, Gwen. I’m on the phone.” 
 
    Gwen’s with him? 
 
    Is he planning to introduce us? 
 
    “Katie?” 
 
    “Umm … yeah.” I tell him, word for word, what she said. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouts, and I hear something slam down and rattle. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll pass it on to Scott.” He pauses. “Wait, why wasn’t he with you?” 
 
    “He had to get to work.” 
 
    “Right. Well, looks like we will be watching him closer now. I’ll let Gwen know so she can help out.” 
 
    “Gwen? Is she with you?” I ask cautiously, feeling like the stupid girlfriend with the pathetic question. 
 
    “Yeah.” He drawls out. “She came in to have lunch with me.” He sounds off, and my stomach drops with dread. 
 
    “Okay. Well, I guess I’ll let you go then.” Everything Amber said to me has planted doubt in my mind. 
 
    “Katie, wai-” I hang up and toss my phone into the passenger seat while putting my focus fully on the road. 
 
    My phone rings at least a dozen or more times on my way home, but I don’t pick it up. As stupid as it may seem, maybe Amber is right about Gwen. Maybe it is some sort of sick and twisted game he plays. I stop that thought and shake it out of my head. 
 
    No, that isn’t how it feels. I feel this intense connection with him, yet I don’t know if he feels it. He says he doesn’t want me to ever leave him when we are together… 
 
    Oh, I’m so confused. 
 
    I glance over at my phone as it goes off again. His handsome face cover my screen. Maybe I just need to talk to him, air out all my concerns, and find out where he sits with our relationship. I do my best to ignore Amber’s words and decide I will talk to Chamberlain tomorrow when I see him. 
 
    That night, through dinner, I push my food around as Fiona tries to cheer me up, but I can’t shake it. I go to my room, lost in my own thoughts. We haven’t been together long enough to feel like this. 
 
    Growing pains aren’t supposed to come until later, right? 
 
    My mind and heart are on opposite sides of the fence. My mind is telling me to believe Amber while my heart pulls my body to trust Chamberlain. My phone flashes with another message as I lie in bed. 
 
    Chamberlain: What’s the matter? 
 
    I let out an exasperated breath. 
 
    Me: Nothing, just lots of homework to do. 
 
    Chamberlain: Why aren’t you answering my calls? 
 
    I roll over onto my stomach. 
 
    Me: Homework, need to focus. 
 
    Chamberlain: =( All right, night Katie. TTYL 
 
    I toss my phone to the side of my bed and crawl under my covers. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I’M PUSHING MY limit, I know I am, but running until my lungs burn gives me a strange type of relief. I’m down to the last minute of my warm-up when I hear Chamberlain and Scott’s laughter filter into the room mixed with a very feminine one. 
 
    I ignored his messages this morning and thought I could wait and talk to him today, face to face. 
 
    My minute finishes, and I step off to grab a towel when they come into view. 
 
    This must be Gwen. 
 
    She’s stunning; around my height, but has a muscular build. Her black hair is cut in a pixie style that is spiked with electric blue tips. She has at least a dozen earrings up and down both of her ears, a ring in her nose, and one in her eyebrow. She’s wearing skintight shorts that are always incredibly short and only a tight sports bra. 
 
    “There she is!” Chamberlain rushes up to me, lifting me, and spins us around before setting me back down. “Are you better today?” he asks so only we can hear. I only nod, even though I’m not. “Good.” Swiftly, he places a kiss on my lips. “Gwen, this is my little panda, Katie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Katie.” Gwen laughs when Chamberlain growls and sticks her hand out to shake mine. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    Really? 
 
    “Only I call her Katie or panda.” 
 
    “Then what do I call her, asshole?” Gwen challenges Chamberlain, but they both start laughing. 
 
    “K.C.,” I offer. “It’s nice to meet you as well.” 
 
    “Not Kaycee but K and C,” Scott explains. It doesn’t sound as dumb as Lizzy tried yesterday. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot like you, Franks.” Gwen slugs him in the shoulder. They laugh again and this time I join in, nervously. 
 
    “I need to finish before my class.” I smile at them and walk over to where I can get to work at. They make their way over to the free weights and begin their own workouts. 
 
    I can’t help the jealousy surfacing inside me as I watch them laughing, joking, and having a good time together. I skip half my workout and sneak out of the room without being noticed. 
 
    I’m thankful some of my students are waiting in the room when I get there. I try my best to distract myself by doing some one on one time with them before everyone else shows up. 
 
    My class helps, but it doesn’t get the feeling to go away completely. In the locker room, I am by myself with my thoughts again. I stand in front of one of the big mirrors and look over myself. 
 
    My pale blue eyes have more light to them now than they did a few weeks ago. My frame has filled in a little more with muscle; my defined curves are still there. I feel good about myself. 
 
    I lean forward and look closer at myself. I’m pretty, but I don’t feel it at the moment. 
 
    What does she have that I don … 
 
    The wind is knocked out of me as I’m grabbed around the waist and hoisted onto the countertop. I’m ready to fight off my assailant when I open my eyes to find Chamberlain’s eyes blazing and his mouth descending on mine. 
 
    His kiss is crazed and filled with a passion I’ve only felt a couple of times with him. Giving in to his kiss, I rest my hands on the tops of his shoulders and dig my short nails in while wrapping my legs loosely around his impressive waist. 
 
    He rips his mouth away from mine, grabs my right hand, and places it over his heart. His eyes are locked with mine. “Feel this, Katie? It’s you and only you who makes me feel this way. Get whatever is going on in your head out. You brought me back to life.” He drops his forehead to mine gently and closes his eyes. “I finally have someone in my life to truly care about me again.” 
 
    “That isn’t true. You have Scott and Gwen …” 
 
    “I know that, but someone just for me.” His eyes turn pleading when he lifts his head. “You may think we are moving too fast, but I’ve been waiting for the right girl to knock me out. That’s the only knockout I will ever allow in my life.” 
 
    “Chamberlain …” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose this connection, this life-altering feeling I have with you, Katie. Please, don’t think otherwise.” He kisses both corners of my mouth. “I want you. I watched an amazing love story growing up, and I want what my parents had for myself.” 
 
    “And you think that could be with me?” 
 
    “I have a really strong feeling about it, yes.” He places his lips on my forehead when a throat clears. 
 
    “Get your big ass out of here, pervert.” We both glance at the door to see Gwen standing there with her arms crossed. 
 
    Chamberlain comes back to me. “Movies tonight, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I’m placed nicely back on the floor. 
 
    “Catch ya later, baby.” He strides out of the room, leaving me alone with Gwen. 
 
    “He’s got it bad.” She shakes her head and comes up next to me. “Just don’t break his heart.” She turns serious. Her hazel eyes hold a resolve about her warning and a hint of something I can’t put my finger on. 
 
    “It’s not me who you need to worry about. I’m sure he could break me if he wanted.” I cringe when I realize I’ve spoken out loud. 
 
    Gwen’s face softens a fraction. “You’ll be good for him.” 
 
    This right here tells me that Amber has it all wrong about Gwen. She can’t be that bad. We could probably become friends. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    CHAMBERLAIN AND I walk hand in hand into the theater. He paid for our tickets and now, we are waiting in line for popcorn and drinks. “Do you want a soda or something else?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” I lean on his arm, liking our time alone together. Scott is fun and all, but I really want more alone time with Chamberlain. 
 
    “Okay. Hey, Gwen! Over here!” 
 
    What? 
 
    Gwen walks over, joining us with another girl, one I’ve never seen before. “I hope you don’t mind, Katie. I asked Gwen to join us.” I look at her and the girl. I have a feeling I’m missing something, but I don’t want to be rude. They look like just friends, so why would they come on a date with us? “She’s bi, Katie,” Chamberlain leans into my ear and whispers. “That doesn’t bother you, does it?” 
 
    I watch Gwen and her friend. They don’t seem like lovers. In this day and age, it is perfectly acceptable for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and transgender couples to be openly affectionate in public. These two don’t seem that close. I force a smile, trying to put the puzzle together and tell him the truth. “Not at all.” I think everyone should be free to love who they want. 
 
    We get our goodies and head into the movie. Chamberlain guides us to our seats. “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you the good news.” He waits for me to take my seat, hands me our drinks and popcorn, and then sits back, putting his arm around my shoulder. “I met with some big time fight promoters this afternoon. They want me to fight for them.” 
 
    “Really?” My smile is beaming. This is wonderful! 
 
    “Yeah, my first fight is at the end of April.” His voice is filled with so much joy. His dreams are coming true. Thanks to all his hard work. “I want you there in my corner, Katie.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    “I really hope so.” He pulls me close to his side. “I’ll be busy training for the next two months, but don’t worry, I won’t forget to treat and see my girl.” He kisses my hair just as the theater darkens and the movie begins. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I’VE NEVER BEEN more nervous in my life. I’m pacing the kitchen floor, waiting for Chamberlain. Tonight is the night of my father’s gala. I’ve been anxious all week. It’s strange, but I’ve welcomed the stress of making sure I can manage tonight. It got my mind off Gwen and Chamberlain’s odd friendship. 
 
    Zoey and my parents left this morning to go to the hotel where the gala is being held to oversee preparations. I’ve always been grateful that they get ready elsewhere and leave me alone for the day. 
 
    “Calm down, baby doll.” Fiona chuckles from her spot in the kitchen. She enjoys it when they are gone all day as well. She can have a mini vacation as she calls them. I stop moving only to fidget. I nearly jump out of my skin when the security phone rings. “Hello?” Fiona picks it up since I’m staring at it, gaping like a fish. “That will be him, Joe. Let him through and tell him to park by the door near the garage, please. Thanks.” 
 
    She hangs up. “Your boy is here. Don’t worry about tonight. You look beautiful, K.C.” 
 
    “They are going to humiliate me in front of Chamberlain. You know they will.” I wring the dishcloth together between my gloved hands. I don’t know how it got there, but I’m glad it is. 
 
    “Oh, stop that.” She snatches the towel away. “Everything will be fine. Don’t let them see how much it bothers you. You know how that just feeds them into bugging you more.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Chamberlain is here. 
 
    My stomach flutters, butterflies relieving the pain that was previously knotting it. “You look breathtaking, K.C.” Fiona grabs me and gives me a peck on the cheek. “Just go to the bathroom and check yourself over. I’ll let your young man in.” She winks at me and then swats me on the bottom. 
 
    In the bathroom, I lean against the counter and take deep calming breaths. I will not let them get to me. We will go, be seen and not heard, and then get out of there as fast and as soon as we can manage. Resolved, I straighten up and look at my reflection. 
 
    My normally straight blond hair is now in long loose ringlets, framing my face with tiny little jewels twisted into different areas. I kept my makeup light, like usual. I never over do that. A single dewdrop-shaped diamond my Grandmother Cunningham gave me right before she passed away adorns my neck; I also wear the matching earrings. 
 
    My dress is probably my favorite out of all the ones I’ve worn over the years. It was the last dress I tried on the day of shopping with the women in my family. Mother hated it, Zoey wanted it, and Grandmother loved it. 
 
    I smile at the fact that the old girl won; she normally doesn’t do nice things for me, but this once, she did. And I’m grateful. The top of the dress is tight all the way down to my hips where it flares out into a lovely ball gown. Most of the material is white silk with an overlay of black lace. It feels amazing against my skin. I feel like a princess. 
 
    There is no need for a bra with this dress, so my undergarments consist of a pair of lacy black cheeky panties that have little white bows just above the apex of my legs. I feel sexy in them. I feel sexy in everything that I’m wearing tonight. 
 
    I don’t care what the others think of me, except for the thoughts of my parents and sister embarrassing me in front of Chamberlain. I dressed up for him. He makes me feel sexy and beautiful. 
 
    “Why? Aren’t you a handsome young man?” I swear Fiona just swooned. “She looks absolutely stunning. You don’t look half bad yourself, my boy.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” Chamberlain’s deep voice pulls me toward him. A moth to at flame. I open the door and make my way back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Ma’am? He calls me ma’am. Oh, I knew I would like you.” I come around the corner and watch Fiona grab Chamberlain’s clean-shaven chin between her thumb and pointer finger to give him a little shake. I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    My laughter pulls a set of light brown eyes and a pair of dark blues ones in my direction. Chamberlain’s shoulders tense up as I hear an audible breath being drawn in. “Hi.” I beam at him. 
 
    “God … Katie …” He blinks, but his eyes are wide as ever. “You’re stunning.” I blush crimson. 
 
    “Thank you.” I move down from his clean face to his torso that is encased in a black tuxedo that fits him very well. He could pull off the look of a businessman, but his shoulders would give him away. They are still well defined, even under the jacket. And his stance screams that he fights for a living. 
 
    His trousers hang loose in just the right way to still look amazing and see a glimpse of his powerful legs. He’s even wearing a pair of dress shoes that shine brightly. Aside from shaving, the only other thing that disappoints me is that none of his tattoos are visible. I love looking at them; I love looking at him. 
 
    “You look …” I can’t find the words. I look back at his eyes. “You clean up pretty well, handsome.” 
 
    I fix his bow tie, which looks funny under his corded throat. As I fix his collar, I see a hint of one of his tattoos. I reach up and place a soft kiss on it. “Ready to meet the parents?” 
 
    “Never been more terrified in my life.” I jerk back but see a smile gracing his face. “I’m kidding. I can handle them just fine, baby.” He kisses me sweetly on the lips. “Do you have your bag for the night? I told Scott he needs to find something to do and somewhere else to stay for the night.” 
 
    My chest feels like it is going to explode as my face grows hotter. It is just going to be the two of us tonight? I’m both very excited and very nervous about it. Since the movie the other night, I’ve been spending a lot more time at his apartment after he gets off work and I’m done with classes for the day. Things have gotten pretty hot and heavy but never go far enough. That’s thanks to Scott who is always around. 
 
    “Your chariot awaits, my lovely lady.” Chamberlain bows and offers me his arm. 
 
    “You two are adorable.” Fiona claps, bringing me back to reality. I feel horrible; I forgot she was here with us. She kisses both of us on the cheek. “I know it’s a long shot, but have some fun. Don’t let Douglas and Carol get to you.” 
 
    “I won’t let them.” Chamberlain squeezes my hand. He leads me out the door, and the candy apple red car sitting next to my powder-white one takes me by surprise. 
 
    “Wow.” I’m stunned. I knew he was borrowing a car, since his is a pile of rust and isn’t safe, as he puts it, but this is amazing. 
 
    “You approve?” He helps me into the passenger seat. 
 
    “This is beautiful, Chamberlain.” My voice is filled with wonderment and approval. This car smells good. 
 
    He laughs. Before he gets into the driver’s seat, he puts my bag behind our seat and folds himself in. “I’m glad Gwen let me borrow her then.” He beams his own smile. 
 
    The car rumbles to life, it rattles my whole body, and we are off. “What kind of car is this?” I’ll be the first to admit I don’t know much about vehicles. I can check the oil and put air in the tires, but that is all thanks to my father’s former driver who taught me. 
 
    “It’s a 1967 Camaro. It belonged to Gwen’s grandpa, and he gave it to her. After my mom had passed away, and I started working more, Gwen thought it would give me something to get my mind off the grief. So she had me do a complete rebuild on this beauty.” 
 
    “That was very nice of her. Did it help?” I feel a twinge of jealousy beating in my chest. 
 
    “It did, in a way. Dad was the one who taught me about cars, so I felt close to him.” He glances over at me and takes my hand again. “I thought this car was a beauty, but now that I’ve seen you, I know what real beauty looks like.” 
 
    “You’re sweet.” 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    WE RUMBLE INTO the front of the hotel causing several heads to turn in our direction. Looks like I may have found a way to embarrass my mother tonight after all. The valet whistles as Chamberlain gets out and collects me while tossing the keys to him. He is probably only used to Ferraris, BMWs, and Escalades, not a Camaro. 
 
    “Ready for this?” The doors open before us, and the low cadence of instrumental music filters around us. 
 
    “I’m always ready for a fight, panda.” He pulls me closer to him. The ballroom really does look beautiful. The lights are low, and candles and a variety of flowers decorate each table. The table clothes are all white with crystal and porcelain glasses and plates neatly placed along with silver utensils and cloth napkins. 
 
    Chamberlain lets out a low whistle, one only I hear. “How the other half lives …” He trails off looking around the rest of the room. 
 
    Instead of a DJ, a live band plays next to the dance floor, and across the room is a long table set up for different auction items. 
 
    We walk farther into the room and find my parents greeting people; both of them have fake smiles plastered on their faces. The illusion of the perfect couple. They turn from the couple they just greeted to Chamberlain and me. My mother’s smile instantly falls. “Let’s get this over with,” I whisper and move us to them. “Mother, Father, this is Chamberlain Lawrence, my boyfriend. Chamberlain, these are my parents; Douglas and Carol Cunningham.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, sir.” Chamberlain shakes my father’s hand. I feel a hint of glee watching him wince under Chamberlain’s grip. With pursed lips, he simply nods at Chamberlain while assessing him with narrowed eyes. 
 
    Chamberlain then turns to my mother, takes her offered hand, and places a small kiss on top of it. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Chamberlain.” My mother’s eyes narrow, but her plastered smile has returned. 
 
    She’s up to something. 
 
    “We will just go find our seats.” I pull Chamberlain away from them before anything else can be said. 
 
    “That wasn’t too bad.” Chamberlain looks back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” I gesture to the bar on our way to find our seats. 
 
    “If you don’t mind. I’ll only have one.” Chamberlain holds up a single digit. 
 
    “You don’t have to ask, Chamberlain.” I admonish him. “You’re a grown man who can do what he wants. Don’t worry about the little girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, but I do.” He pulls me into his arms, not caring that people are watching. I don’t care, but I’m in a sour mood. “I don’t want you to be more uncomfortable than you already are, Katie. Relax.” He kisses my forehead. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I breathe in his unique scent. “Go ahead and have one. Fair warning, though, it’s all the expensive stuff.” 
 
    “Okay.” He orders himself a drink and then we finish our search for our seats. As we weave through the other tables, I can hear people, mainly women who are friends with my mother, whisper harshly about me and the ‘boy’ I’m with. Most of them do little to hide their horror and disgust while others flash a fake smile and continue to talk. I don’t care; it would have been far more difficult if he hadn’t come with me. 
 
    “Here we are.” Chamberlain draws my attention back to him. He pulls out my chair and then pushes me in before taking his own. “You look amazing in this lighting, Katie.” Chamberlain links his hand with mine on top of the table. His eyes sparkle with admiration. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say quietly, admiring my own view of him. “I wish you hadn’t shaved.” I lean over and cup his face with my free hand. “I like your rough look.” 
 
    “It will come back quickly.” He turns and kisses the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this cute.” Tearing my eyes from Chamberlain’s, I find Zoey standing on the other side of the table. Her hip is cocked, and a hand is firmly placed on top of it while her other one holds her clutch. Her long brown hair is pulled up in a French knot with curled tendrils coming down everywhere. She’s in a purple A-line dress that hugs her body too well. I don’t know if she can even breathe in it. 
 
    “Zoey, be kind,” Timothy harshly whispers as he pulls out her seat. I didn’t even know he was standing there. After she sits, her heated eyes are still on me. Timothy turns to Chamberlain with an extended hand and a bright faux smile. “Timothy McGarth the Third.” 
 
    Chamberlain stands and leans over the table to take Timothy’s offered hand. “Nice to meet you, Tim. Chamberlain Lawrence.” I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at the anger that Timothy displays, followed by his grimace of Chamberlain’s grip. 
 
    He shakes his own hand as he returns to his seat next to my sister. Chamberlain takes my hand when, again, Zoey’s voice disrupts the peace. “How did you two meet?” 
 
    “We …” Chamberlain and I start at the same time. Chamberlain laughs and continues. “At the rec center. My buddy opened a door on her, and I happened to be right behind her. She had me then, right, panda?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Panda?” Zoey snorts. 
 
    “Yes.” I turn heated eyes on her. “Because I was wearing black and white and as Chamberlain put it, ‘was sexy all over.’” This quiets her for the moment, finally allowing Timothy the chance to talk. I think it shocked her that I said what I did. 
 
    “What business are you in, Chamberlain?” 
 
    I will give it to Timothy; he does well hiding his true self to others. 
 
    “I work at a garage, but I’m trying to get my foot in the door with professional boxing.” Chamberlain takes a drink of his water. He hasn’t touched his other drink yet. 
 
    The servers start to make their way out to the tables as everyone else takes their seats. I’m glad Timothy is learning that Chamberlain pounds guys’ faces in for a living shocked him. Maybe he will think twice about threatening me again. 
 
    My mother takes a seat to the left of Chamberlain and animatedly tries to engage him in conversation. When she finds nothing she can talk to him about, she turns her attention to Zoey and Mrs. McGarth. I’m completely forgotten about by everyone aside from the one who matters. 
 
    “You okay?” Chamberlain leans close to me. 
 
    I squeeze his hand. “I am. Having you here with me helps more than you will ever know. It would be like a medieval torture if you weren’t.” 
 
    “Sounds bad.” 
 
    “The worst. I just want to make it through this and leave.” 
 
    A wry grin crosses his face, if he has a big secret or something. When his eyes darken, I know his secret, because it’s the same one I’m hoping for. He moves a little closer. “Do I get to see what’s under that gorgeous dress, baby?” 
 
    I’m breathy as my body starts to respond to his smooth voice in my ear. “Yes.” I look unblinking into his depths, feeling brave and wanton. 
 
    It’s his turn to be breathy, so he moves away, and I can’t help but giggle as he oh-so-carefully adjusts himself under the table. Six pairs of eyes direct their attention to me. “Sorry.” I look down at my plate of seared roasted cod with horseradish aioli and asparagus spears, blushing and focusing on my food. 
 
    When the plates are cleared, the low whispers carry on. Thankfully, my father takes the stage to read the winners of the silent auction. That pulls all attention to him. Chamberlain edges his chair closer to me and rests his hand on top of mine, rubbing the top of my hand through my glove. The simple motions still make me crazy with anticipation for us to leave. 
 
    Chamberlain stands, buttoning his jacket up. “Excuse me; I need to use the restroom.” He bends down, kisses me swiftly, and leaves. 
 
    “I’ll accompany you.” Timothy stands and does the same with his own jacket while kissing my sister on the cheek. 
 
    I thought only girls traveled to the restroom together? 
 
    I roll my eyes and take a drink of my water. 
 
    “So what’s the deal? Is it a charity thingy?” Zoey speaks up as soon as the guys are gone. 
 
    “Yes, Katherine? What are you doing with a boy like that?” my mother adds. 
 
    Mrs. McGarth only sits back with an amused smile. 
 
    “I’m with him because I like him.” I toss my napkin on the table. “It isn’t a charity thingy.” I growl at Zoey and then look at my mother. “He makes me feel wanted, adored, and like I’m actually a person, unlike the lot of you.” I stand and leave for the restroom as well without saying another word. 
 
    The nerve of them. How dare they try to say stuff like that! I’m not like them; one would think they already knew that. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing with a girl like her? Is it for the money?” I come to a stop just before turning the corner when I hear Timothy hissing. 
 
    “You’re a piece of work man.” Chamberlain chuckles. “I’m with her because she is kind, beautiful, and likes me for me,” Chamberlain growls back at Timothy. I peek around the corner to find him looming over Timothy. They are the same height, but Chamberlain is far bigger than Timothy is. “Don’t ever try to pin shit on me about wanting her for her parents’ fucking money, you stupid bastard.” 
 
    Timothy’s Adam’s apple bobs as he gives a brief, tight nod to Chamberlain. He runs off and stares at me as he passes. “And don’t think I’m with him out of pity.” I add my own growl as he rushes off toward the bar. “Everything all right?” I walk over to Chamberlain as he leans against the wall. 
 
    He runs a hand through his hair. “Yeah, he’s a piece of work.” 
 
    “I know. What did he say to you before I came?” 
 
    “Just to get away from you and leave you be.” He laughs and places a hand on my waist. “But I can’t.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to.” I put one of my hands over his. “Sorry you have to deal with this.” I look at our hands. “It won’t be that much longer. They’ll start a dance as soon as dessert is cleared and then people will mingle, and we can leave.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Want me to wait for you?” 
 
    The last time I went to the restroom by myself flashes through my mind. “If you want. I’ll be just a moment.” 
 
    He looks down the hallway. “I’ll go back to the table. I don’t want to give your family the wrong opinion of me.” He saunters off. I stare at him and watch his confident gait. 
 
    I could watch him forever. 
 
    I don’t really care what opinion my family forms of him. I only care what I think. I go about my business and return to the table where Chamberlain is struggling to stay seated next to my mother. She is leaning on her hands and getting a little too close to him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I place a protective hand on his shoulder, startling my mother as she sits back and glares at me. Chamberlain’s hand covers mine as he smiles in relief. 
 
    “We were just visiting.” My mother tries to sound sweet, but it comes out sour. 
 
    “All right then.” I take my seat again and stare at the chocolate mousse in front of me. I’m not really hungry anymore. “Chamberlain?” I take a spoon full of the chocolate and hold it up to him as he turns to look at me. I noticed he didn’t have anything in front of him. He looks down at the spoon before looking back at me. His eyes darken as he wraps his lips around the spoon and pulls it back with him. 
 
    “Thanks, Katie,” he whispers, takes the spoon out of my hand, and does the same for me. I grin like a loon as I take my bite and giggle when I hear both my mother and Zoey gasp. We take turns feeding each other until the mousse is gone. Then Chamberlain leans to my ear. “If we were alone right now, you’d be naked.” I suck in a breath. 
 
    “Soon.” I’ve managed to turn into this sexual person around him the last few days. I want this to happen and soon. 
 
    Chamberlain is about to add more when my mother rests her hand on his bicep. “Chamberlain, would you care to dance?” He looks as perplexed as I feel. He was a man on a mission, and the mission was to get me out of here and back to his place. 
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Cunningham.” He stands and offers her his arm. “Be right back, baby.” 
 
    I sit back and watch my willow of a figure mother dance with bulky Chamberlain. He really does look out of place here, much as I do. After last weekend and watching how he moved with such grace in the ring, it is actually pretty funny watching him try to shuffle around the dance floor now. 
 
    “Are you just sowing your wild oats or something?” Zoey takes Chamberlain’s seat. “He looks like he belongs in jail or prison.” She snorts as she takes another drink of her pink beverage. I highly doubt it is a virgin drink. 
 
    I decide not to answer her and continue watching Chamberlain as he tries to move. It made me think of his training or even his fight last weekend. Shirtless with sweat dripping off his chest Chamberlain. I let out a shaking sigh and right myself in my seat, trying to ease the tension building between my legs. 
 
    I’m not sure what entirely changed in the last few days to make me like this, but it is driving me crazy. Every kiss stops too soon, and there isn’t enough touching between us. We ended up making out through the movie the other night, and then yesterday evening, we actually made it a step farther by removing our shirts only to have Scott and Gwen come barreling in. 
 
    I went home last night feeling on edge and barely got any sleep due to the buzzing I felt coursing through my body. Now, all I want is to get out of here and have the alone time that will come once we get to his apartment. 
 
    “Hello!” Zoey snaps her fingers in front of my face, pulling me back to the ballroom. “God, what is wrong with you? How could you want that?” She gestures to Chamberlain. 
 
    The band starts up “The Best is yet to Come” by Frank Sinatra. I turn to Zoey. “Because I can.” I smile sweetly as I stand and go to steal my man from my vindictive mother. “May I cut in?” I place a strong hand on my mother’s shoulders. 
 
    She turns to me and tries to pass off a decent smile but then retreats rather quickly. I’m baffled. I take my rightful spot on his arms and let him gently sway us back and forth. I don’t care if we are dancing properly as long as we are together. I look up into his blues, and they force my smile to drop. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    He laughs. “You know, you’re a timid little thing sometimes, but when something really gets under your skin, you get all feisty.” He leans down and kisses my nose. “It’s sexy.” 
 
    “What did she say, Chamberlain?” 
 
    He sighs and pulls me closer, almost like I’m an anchor keeping him in one place or a lifeline. “She warned me away from you. That you are to do your duty to the family, and I don’t fit into that plan.”  
 
    Of course, she would say that. I should have stood up for myself years ago. They would have probably let me be then. They can’t change who I am and how I feel about certain things or people for that matter. Sometimes, I wish they would just … “I told her that plans are made to be broken.” Chamberlain regains my attention. “I told her I wasn’t planning to go anywhere, so to get used to me.” 
 
    “Don’t expect an invitation to dinner just yet,” I mutter. 
 
    “No worries.” We finish the dance in comfortable silence. My head rests on his chest, and his is on top of mine. 
 
    “Katherine, a dance?” My father is waiting with his hand outstretched to me. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty 
 
    I WANT TO burrow my way into Chamberlain’s safe arms. “You can do this. Be brave.” He squeezes me assuredly and passes me to my father. 
 
    I take his offered hand and watch as Chamberlain returns to our table. 
 
    This can’t be good. 
 
    The last time I danced with my father was seven years ago on my twelfth birthday. 
 
    Another Sinatra song starts as my father and I begin to move. For the first part of the dance, I’m nervous and tense, waiting for him to speak. It isn’t until the song draws closer to the end that he speaks. 
 
    “I never thought I would be this disappointed in you, Katherine.” I bristle at his tone but do my best to hide it. “You couldn’t behave and bring a reasonable date. You had to go bring that thug with you.” 
 
    “His name is Chamberlain, and he isn’t a thug.” Like you.  
 
    “I don’t care. You are to stop this nonsense and get your act together.” 
 
    “No.” I rip myself from his hold and step back. “I will not let you control me anymore. It is cruel to try to force something, including a lifestyle, on anyone. You forced my education, Timothy, and expectations on me. I’ve had enough. When will you understand I am not the person you want and never will be?” I stare into his cold, empty eyes and see nothing changing. Shaking my head, I turn around and make my way back to Chamberlain. 
 
    We are leaving. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Chamberlain springs to his feet when he finds me stomping toward him. The loud clack of my heels sounds over the music. 
 
    “That man …” I make non-intelligible sounds and then huff. “I want to leave. Now.” 
 
    “Anything, Katie.” Chamberlain has me almost to the main doors when my mother steps in to stop us. 
 
    “Katherine Carrie, you turn yourself around and get back in there to support your father.” 
 
    My temper goes from boiling hot to volcanic. I take a menacing step toward her, much like the way Chamberlain moves to his opponent in the ring. “No more.” My growl is low. She can’t put the blame on me for making a scene; this is on her. “I will not. I am done. I’ve been done with trying to be who you two want. I want this.” I gesture to myself and then grab Chamberlain, jerking him to me. “I want him. Please learn to accept it.” 
 
    I do my best to control myself when we walk past her. I won’t make it look like she is the victim. As we are waiting for the car, I’m relieved my mother or father doesn’t come out. They are probably pretending everything is just fine in their little family, and more than likely making up a story of why I left. 
 
    It finally, truly sets in that I have no family. I was born into this world a pawn, a tool to advance a stupid name; I was born unloved and unwanted. 
 
    Chamberlain drapes his arms over my shoulders, pulling me to him. “Ignore them, Katie. They are idiots. You and I are just perfect.” 
 
    I snort in disbelief. “We are far from it, Chamberlain.” 
 
    “Katie …” He turns me around, his hands never leaving my body. “You grew up with their ideas of perfection. What no one seems to get is that you are perfect.” He places a finger over my mouth, silencing my rebuttal. “You’re a perfect fit for my arms to hold.” He pulls me into his embrace. “The right height, so I still need to bend down to kiss you.” He places a sweet, gentle kiss to my pouting lips. “And you’re the perfect mix of sugar and spice that gets my blood pumping. You’re the perfect Katie for this Chamberlain.” 
 
    How can a man who looks as rough and tough as Chamberlain have the capacity to say the most beautiful words? I bury my face into his neck while showering it with kisses. 
 
    I love him. 
 
    Oh, wow! 
 
    I’m in love with Chamberlain. 
 
    The thought is exciting yet also terrifying. Time doesn’t seem to matter for us. It’s only been three weeks, and I’m already completely in love. 
 
    A throat clearing pulls us apart. The valet stands with the passenger door of the Camaro open. Chamberlain shoots him a glare as if he just ruined something life altering. I know he did for me. 
 
    Should I tell him? 
 
    No, I shouldn’t. 
 
    It is far too soon to be proclaiming our love for one another. I stare at Chamberlain, folded in behind the wheel and driving with ease. I’m sure seeing me hurt stresses him out, but none of that is evident on his face. His mouth keeps opening and closing as if he wants to say something, then he but stops himself. 
 
    I’m restless in my seat. My skin starts to heat, pumping blood through my veins at a faster than normal rate. “Are you sure you’re ready for the next step?” Chamberlain’s voice is low, strained. “We can wait if you want to, Katie.” 
 
    I slowly shake my head. “No … I …” My tongue runs nervously over my bottom lip. “I really want this, Chamberlain. I want you.” My hand slides across the seat to grab his. He sucks in a breath when a jolt passes from me to him. “I want my first time to be with you and only ever you.” 
 
    The engine roars as Chamberlain pushes down on the gas and whisks us to his apartment as quickly as he possibly can. I’m not sure what to do. 
 
    Do I try to ease this building tension? 
 
    What do I say? 
 
    Or do I wait until we get back to his place? 
 
    There is a free spot in front of his building, so he pulls in and parallel parks as quickly and as safely as he can. “Are you sure?” He rests his forearm of his left arm on the steering wheel after putting it into park and cutting the engine. 
 
    “Yes.” My own voice has changed to throaty, low, and purely sexual. 
 
    He wastes no more time once the word is out. Chamberlain grabs my bag from the back seat and gets me out before I can even take another breath. He lifts me in his arms bridal style and takes me up the stairs. 
 
    The apartment is dark and quiet with no sign of Scott anywhere. “Thank God, he finally listened.” Chamberlain closes the door with a backward kick and turns so I can lock the door. 
 
    He places me back on my feet before he takes my bag to his room. “Where is he staying?” My legs shake uncontrollably as I follow him to his room. My mouth dries seeing his jacket is already off, leaving him in his crisp white shirt that I didn’t notice was mostly see through. I see his ripped back muscles and the expanse of his tattoos bleeding through the fabric. 
 
    Chamberlain looks over his shoulder before turning back to me and starts to unbutton his shirt. “Katie, I really don’t want to think about Scott with what we are about to do.” My body compresses with the desire his words send through me. “Last chance, Katie. Are. You. Sure?” He takes a cautious step to me. 
 
    “Yes.” A sickening anticipation to finally be rid of my virginity and have a carnal connection with him fill me. I take a step to him. “Let me.” My hands shake as they move up and finish undoing the rest of the buttons. 
 
    His hands fall to his sides as he rubs his fingers together like he is itching to touch me. When I’m done, I place my hand on his abs. I blow a small breath out and look up at his dark eyes. 
 
    “Your eyes are so clear right now.” He brushes my hair behind my ear, resting his hand on the base of my neck. “Come here.” My hands slip up his shoulder, pushing his shirt open. 
 
    He looks back and forth from one eye to the other. “You are so beautiful.” He brushes his lips over mine several times, coaxing my mouth to open for him. His rough lips latch on mine while his velvety soft tongue massages mine. The sensation of his taste leaves me ravenous and starving for more of him. Suddenly, I want to know how other parts of him taste. 
 
    I moan, digging my nails into his shoulders. He pulls me closer, his erection pressing against my pelvic bone. His hand digs into my hair at the base of my head, twisting my head to the side to allow him to kiss me deeper. The very core of me grows crazed with the need to have the pressure extinguished. 
 
    I want him. 
 
    He drags my lips away as he parts from me. I open my eyes to find his hooded gaze piercing my soul. It’s as if I’m seeing him for the very first time. My heart is fluttering while the rest of my body begs for his touch. 
 
    “I would really like to undress you now.” 
 
    “Okay.” I take a single step back, just enough room for him to slowly walk around me. His finger traces the top of my breasts, bicep, and shoulder blade as he comes around to my zipper at my back. His feather-light touch on my spine leaves a trail of burning desire in its wake. 
 
    “So soft.” Chamberlain speaks right behind my right ear. He pushes my hair over my left shoulder and kisses my bare shoulder. I never thought of the back as a euphoric spot, but his kiss has the same effect on my body as a passionate kiss on the lips. 
 
    I take a staggered breath, making my chest tighten. “I’ve got you, Katie. I won’t let anything happen to you. You can tell me to stop if it gets too much.” He continues to kiss my shoulder, trailing up to my ear. My head rolls, and my vision flickers. My entire body pulsates with desire. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” 
 
    The cool air hits my bare back as my zipper opens up the back of my dress. Once he reaches the bottom of my spine, my dress falls, pooling to the floor around me. I start to lift my arms to cover myself, but his hands clamp down on them to keep them down. “Turn around,” he quietly and sweetly commands. 
 
    Left only in my heels, stockings, and panties, I turn to face him. His sharp intake draws my eyes up. “Beautifully gorgeous,” Chamberlain whispers as he leans down to capture my lips once more. I fall against his chest, reveling in the sensation of his heated skin against my soft body. There are no barriers between us. 
 
    Carefully, he lifts me so I don’t get tangled in my dress and lays me on the bed like I am something precious. He drops his shirt, allowing it to join my dress. He runs a hand down his face as his eyes move slowly down my body. 
 
    My brave eyes shift back and forth as they make their way down his powerful body, stopping where his trousers are tented. 
 
    “We need to keep this nice. I want to see it again.” Tenderly, Chamberlain picks up my dress and drapes it over his hamper. He focuses on me, and I blush when I see where his attention has landed. “Black and white.” 
 
    As sexy as I can, I move my legs together. My breasts bounce a little by the movement, but he stays focused on my panties. 
 
    Our eyes link as he prowls toward me, dropping to his knees at my feet. Delicately, he lifts my left foot and slowly pulls my heel off. The cool air hitting my foot feels like a shock to my heated body. He digs the pad of his thumb into my foot, making my head fall back with a long, drawn-out moan. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    He hums and skates his hands up my leg, grasping the top of my stocking to roll it down. He rubs his cheek on the inside of my knee as he places a kiss on the top. 
 
    I watch his every move. He is acting as if I am something breakable, something he will cherish. 
 
    He repeats the same with my right foot and leg, ending with a kiss on the top of my knee. I’m left feeling insatiable when he sits back on his heels and rubs his hands over his thighs. “I’m nervous.” His admission surprises me. 
 
    “I thought you’d …” 
 
    “I have” He stands and holds out his hand to me. “But it’s different with you. Everything is different.” He pulls me into his arms while his hands move down to palm my butt. “I love these.” His fingers hook into the waist of my panties. “I don’t want to ruin them.” He kisses a trail down my neck, across my collarbone, and then between my breasts as he moves down, taking my panties with. 
 
    A surprised gasp erupts as Chamberlain kisses a circle around my left nipple before taking it into his mouth. His hot tongue runs over my peaked nipple while he increases the suction over it. He slides my panties the rest of the way off, and again, cool air hits every heated part of me. 
 
    He releases my nipple with a pop and brings his hand up to caress my breast while moving to my other nipple. “Chamberlain.” My head falls back, and my fingers thread into his hair, securing us together. My body starts to coil tightly … 
 
    Abruptly, he releases me and stands. His gaze is hooded. “You ready for this, Katie?” 
 
    “I’m always ready for a fight.” I repeat his words from earlier this evening. He dives onto me with a low growl, taking me by surprise and making us fall onto the bed. “Chamberlain!” 
 
    “Now isn’t the time to laugh, baby.” He sits back up, cradled between my open legs. He kisses my belly button and then … moves … down … lower. I tense. His hands grip my thighs, rubbing his thumbs over the tensed muscles. “Relax, Katie.” He gives me a reassuring smile. “It’s going to be great.” I do my best to relax on the bed with a huge, muscular, handsome man over me. 
 
    He returns to kissing me, moving down to my pelvic bone. I shoot straight up when I feel his fingers open my wet core and a hot breath hits … 
 
    “It’s okay, baby,” he whispers against my most intimate spot. I take a staggered breath as his tongue strokes over my clitoris, his tongue ring adding just a touch more pressure. His finger slides up and down while his tongue circles my clit. I fall back onto the bed, feeling every part of me moving in some way. 
 
    “Oh.” I roll my fist into the blanket as my back arches up off the bed, pushing myself closer to his face. My breathing starts to labor as he picks up his pace. His finger and tongue still, causing me to look at him over my body. I find his eyes and lock on them as he ever so slowly pushes a single digit into my heated center. My eyes flutter, but I never break eye contact with him. Both of us moan loudly, telling one another how good it feels. 
 
    Chamberlain’s shoulders move faster as his own breathing picks up. His lips forming an O as his finger settles all the way in me; his eyes slowly close as his head falls back in the slightest of movement. 
 
    “God, Katie.” He groans. “You’re so tight.” He gently pulls his finger almost all the way out and then thrusts back in with a little more force. He repeats his movements several times and then adds another finger. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I moan as my head falls back again. I feel Chamberlain’s chest against mine as his fingers continue their delicious torture. His lips caress mine. 
 
    A feeling, something like a water gate about to burst, comes over me. I tense all over and let out a long, drawn-out moan while Chamberlain’s fingers continue. 
 
    It takes me a beat to calm myself back down. I hadn’t even noticed that Chamberlain was no longer between my legs. My eyes are closed, and my body is spread out on Chamberlain’s bed. The sound of something ripping causes me to open my eyes and lean up on my elbows. 
 
    Chamberlain stands before me, gloriously naked as he looks down at himself. I take a moment to look down his body - his sculpted, muscular perfection that makes my mouth water and dry all at once. I stop at his erection that he is rolling a condom on to. 
 
    Will it fit? 
 
    “It will be tight, baby, but we’ll manage.” Chamberlain answers my unasked question, looking back up and coming back to me on the bed. The bed dips from his weight as he comes back down between my legs. “Relax.” He brushes the back of his hand down my face while placing a gentle kiss to my lips. I feel his head at my entrance as his hips move forward. “Relax,” he repeats and ever so slowly pushes into me. 
 
    He stops briefly when he reaches a certain point. I feel so full already. “This is going to hurt, Katie,” he murmurs and then thrusts forward. 
 
    “Ah!” I screech as my hands shoot up to grab his biceps and dig my nails in. Water comes to my eyes from the small amount of pain. He stays there, unmoving, until he can see that I’m okay. Soon, the pain is gone and only the feeling of being full remains. 
 
    “Ready for a little more?” 
 
    More! 
 
    He kisses my nose. “Just a little more.” His breath fans over my face, and he pushes in until I feel his juncture against mine. 
 
    “Oh, wow.” I blink. 
 
    “I’m going to move now.” He pulls back and then pushes back in at the same speed. The first few times hurt, but then they start to intensify with pleasure. It is a bearable, enjoyable pain. My head falls back once more as my body starts to lift to meet his. The pressure slowly builds again, forcing my nails to dig deeper into his skin. “Katie.” He breathes. 
 
    I groan and twist my body until he hits the right spot, a spot that increases the pleasure. “Chamberlain.” My voice is low and raspy as my throat dries from my breathing. He sits up on his knees while his hands clamp my hips, pulling my lower body higher as I plant my feet on either side of him. 
 
    I sit up, ending up on his lap above him. I wrap my arms around his neck and mold my lips to his. I’m hungry, famished, starving to possess everything with this man, this powerful fighter who I love. 
 
    His motions become more erratic. I pull away from him and moan out his name as the floodgates open once more, leaving me boneless, weightless. 
 
    I cling to Chamberlain as he drives several more times into me before going still, moaning my name. I remain in his arms for minutes, maybe hours - I’m not sure. As our sweat mixed, we try to bring our breathing back to normal. 
 
    Chamberlain peels his chest from mine, causing a sudden rush of shivers to hit me. I shiver and wrap my arms around myself. His hands frame my face, rough fingers brushing against my cheeks. “Beautiful.” He presses his lips against mine before standing us up. 
 
    I wince as he pulls out of me; he sets me gently on the bed and disappears into the bathroom. I lie back on the bed when I hear water running. Chamberlain returns holding a washcloth. 
 
    “Let’s clean you up, Katie.” He positions himself between my legs. He cups the washcloth over my lower body to clean me up. He takes his time, and when he is done, he grabs a shirt out of his dresser and slips it over my head. 
 
    Sleepily, I cuddle into his shirt and make my way to get under the covers. “Tired, baby?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nestle under the covers as he pulls on a pair of boxer briefs and then joins me in bed. He pulls me into his arms, my head coming to rest over his heart. I take in a deep breath of his unique Chamberlain scent mixed with my body spray. “Good night, Katie.” He kisses the top of my head. 
 
    “Good night, Chamberlain,” I say almost dreamily as I close my eyes and let sleep take me. I don’t think words need to be said about how wonderful that just was. This evening wasn’t ruined by my family, but immortalized by the passion Chamberlain and I have together. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    I EASE INTO wakefulness, stretching and groaning from a soreness I have never experienced before. Just thinking about last night makes me giggle as I turn onto my belly and bury my face into the piles of pillows and excess of blankets that are cool to the touch. 
 
    My hair is a tangled mess as I sit up and look around the quiet, empty room. 
 
    “Where is he?” I roll over to the edge of the bed and am about to swing my legs over the edge when Chamberlain’s bedroom door opens and his back, bare and sculpted, comes into the room. 
 
    He turns and stays focused on the tray he is carefully carrying. “Don’t get up!” he yelps, making me giggle again at the panic on his face. I back up to the headboard and sit back. 
 
    “Breakfast?” 
 
    Could he be any sweeter? 
 
    “In bed.” He nods, setting the tray on my side, and takes his place on the other side. “Your meal, my beautiful woman.” 
 
    I tuck my knees under me, rise up, and lean over the tray to give him a kiss. “Thank you. It all looks great.” 
 
    I waste no time diving into my plate that my wonderful boyfriend has made me. A single pancake, light with butter, one egg sunny-side up, and a small serving of breakfast potatoes fill the plate, along with a glass of orange juice. His plate is stacked five pancakes, four eggs, and two servings of potatoes. 
 
    “A girl could get used to this,” I tease as I cut up my pancake. 
 
    “I hope you never do.” Chamberlain takes a bite of his own pancake and swallows before he continues. “I hope you never get used to this, to me, and especially to this feeling. I hope I always bring a soft pink tint to your cheeks and steal your breath away. And most of all I hope I can always surprise you and make you feel special.” 
 
    I swoon. 
 
    “You should come with a warning label,” I mumble around my pancake. “May cause women to fall to pieces with a single word.” 
 
    “Only you, Katie.” 
 
    We eat in a comfortable silence, enjoying the peace around us. Surprisingly, Chamberlain finishes before I do. He sits back against his headboard, drinking his juice, lost in thought. “How was last night for you? Are you sore?” He catches me off guard and my bite of potatoes misses my mouth. 
 
    I blink, put my fork down, and place my hands on my lap, watching them and suddenly feeling shy. I shouldn’t; we had an amazing night together both completely naked and as close as any two people can physically be. I am only in his shirt, something that could easily be removed. 
 
    His eyes burn with concern, and curiosity lights up his face. 
 
    “It was amazing,” I say quietly. “I’m sore, but I like … it.” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobs as he sets his glass down and reaches over to pull my bottom lip free from my teeth. “I’m glad. Last night was amazing for me, as well. Something I will never forget.” 
 
    I finish my breakfast, hypersensitive with him watching me. I start to pick up, but he stops me. “You just relax, baby. I’ve got this.” He grabs our tray and leaves. 
 
    I’m not really sure what to do now. I’m a little too sore to go again, so I do the one thing that I know I can. “I’m just going to, um, hop in the shower.” I indicate with my thumb to the bathroom door. 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    I gather my things from my bag and enter the bathroom. I make sure Scott’s door is locked. I have no clue if he is home or not yet, but I don’t want to chance it. I start the shower, making sure it is really hot before I step under the stream. It isn’t as steady as mine is at home, but it is relaxing. 
 
    As I scrub my hypersensitive parts of me, I think back to last night. 
 
    It started horrible at the gala. I just can’t comprehend why my family acts the way they do. Why do they feel the need to critique my life and take it upon themselves to get me to do what they want? I’m glad they didn’t scare Chamberlain away. That made me most nervous. I can handle the opinions that others have about me, but losing someone like Chamberlain, who I really care about and love, would ruin me. 
 
    My thoughts turn to later last night when we got back here. I never thought sex would be like that. I thought it would be fast and punishing, but it was slow, gentle, and fueled with love. My hand trails down my stomach and caresses my … 
 
    “Can I help you?” Chamberlain takes me by surprise. I jump back against his bare chest. I peek up at him over my shoulder, my hair already wet and sticking to my neck and back. His eyes are dark and hooded as he takes the washcloth from me and proceeds to finish washing my body. 
 
    I lean back against him, lolling my head on his upper chest and shoulder. “I need to get your back, panda.” 
 
    His hands come up behind my back and move in slow circles. “May I return the favor?” 
 
    “Of course.” His thick voice causes my body to shudder with need. A need I’ve acquired because of him. 
 
    On the shelf next to us, I grab his soap, lather some in my hands, and then start to rub it against his bare chest, lightly digging my thumbs in as I go. “Oh, that feels good.” Chamberlain drops the washcloth and grabs my hips. I step forward and place a kiss on his neck, where I can see his vein bulging. “Katie, you’d better stop.” 
 
    “I want you, Chamberlain.” I do want him. I am insanely sore, but I want him in me again. He groans, pushing me until my back hits the shower wall. His arms come up to cage me in while his lips make their descent to assault mine. 
 
    “Good morning, you two love birds!” Scott’s voice comes in over the sound of the running water. 
 
    “Dammit, Scott!” Chamberlain yells while I shriek. 
 
    “Ah, shower sex, good stuff if you can manage the weird positions.” He chuckles followed by a door closing. 
 
    “Damn him.” Chamberlain looks back down at me. “He really knows how to kill a mood, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “We’d better get out,” I mutter, wringing my hair out and stepping out to dry off. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “I WANT TO ask you something.” Chamberlain grabs my hand as he continues down the street. We are still in Gwen’s Camaro, but we are heading over to drop it off and get the rust bucket. 
 
    “Okay?” Once we drop off the car, we are going over to the garage he works at to work on his car. Change the oil, I believe. 
 
    “Would you be okay with staying the night with me on the weekends?” He is nervous, and that makes me smile. “You know … that way you can be at all my fights.” 
 
    “I would love that.” The nervousness eases from his face, leaving him stunningly handsome with his stubble slowly returning already. It would be a wonderful break from my parents’ house anyway. 
 
    We pull in behind his car. He cuts the engine and hands me his keys. “Go ahead and get in. I’ll run these to Gwen.” 
 
    “Okay.” We get out, and I walk over to his car and get in through the driver’s side. It doesn’t smell as bad as last time, but it still isn’t a clean smell. I start the car and watch as Gwen meets Chamberlain at the door. 
 
    They talk for a few minutes after he hands her keys back. He leans in to give her a quick peck on the cheek, but she wraps her arms around his shoulders and neck to give him a hug. Her eyes close, and from here, it looks like she is rubbing her cheek on his shoulder. His arms are wrapped around her back. 
 
    I know I lack experience with relationships and friendships, but this hug looks a bit too friendly to me. 
 
    Chamberlain is the one who breaks the hug. He waves at her, and she faces me, waving with a smile. I force a smile and give a weak wave back. 
 
    “Ready to learn a few things about cars, Katie?” Chamberlain climbs in. 
 
    “Sure.” I hate the feeling that has just taken hold of me. Everything Chamberlain says and does around me shows me that he cares about me, but I have to be missing something with those two. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    THE FEELING EASED away at the garage. It was quiet as Chamberlain got me dirty with step by step instructions on how to change the oil in his car. I was a little shocked at how nice his motor looked under the rusted hood. It’s as if he cares for the car, but doesn’t have the funds to fix it completely. 
 
    We worked through lunch, and when he thought I had learned enough for the day, he drove me back to my parents’ house. Thankfully, there were no cars when he pulled in and dropped me off at the back door. 
 
    “Thank you for last night and teaching me today.” I lean in to kiss him, the smell of oil strong on his skin. I’m sure I smell the same. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Katie. Next time, we’ll work on changing a tire.” 
 
    “Okay.” I kiss him several times, reluctant to leave. “Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Bye, baby.” 
 
    I get out and heft my bag on my shoulder, careful with my dress that Chamberlain helped me bag up. He stays parked until I’m in the door. I wave to him and watch as he backs up and drives down the driveway. 
 
    “Hi, Fiona.” I set my dress and bag on the small table that we sit at and slide into one of the stools at the counter. 
 
    “Hello, baby doll.” She greets me as she is pulling something that smells like cake out of the oven. “Did you have fun last night?” 
 
    “After we left, I did.” I blush at the memory and telling her. Fiona is like my mom. How can I talk to her about my amazing night with Chamberlain? 
 
    “That good, eh?” She is smiling with a knowing look. My blush deepens. “I thought so. Was he a gentleman?” 
 
    I don’t know if she means being an actual gentleman or a gentle man. I bite my lip and nod because he was both. “Last night was wonderful,” I say lightly. “Absolutely wonderful.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    THUD. 
 
    I hit the heavy bag swinging before me again, this time with my right fist. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Followed closely by my left. I focus on the task in front of me, learning how to throw punches that will knock someone back. I only hear the blood pumping through my veins, my heartbeat, my breathing, and the sound of my fists hitting the bag. 
 
    For the last two weeks, everything has changed. Everything has been wonderful, and I’ve been learning to fight. It has been pure heaven. My parents and Zoey have been rarely seen. I’m thankful they have left me alone since the gala. I think they are starting to get the picture. Even when I saw them for a few brief minutes the Sunday after the gala, they never said anything to me. Literally, they didn’t even acknowledge me when I was home. Not that I minded, I’m used to it. 
 
    However, it does give me a bit of an uneasy feeling, like they are plotting something. Father is never home, so I only have to watch my mother and Zoey. I make sure I lock my door every time I leave the house and even when I just leave to go to the kitchen. 
 
    Outside of my ballet class and my classes, I spend most of my time with Chamberlain and Scott, even Gwen is with us for the most part. She’s grown on me, but I still think she is far too friendly with Chamberlain. 
 
    When I catch her being too friendly with her advances on my boyfriend, I stop and glare. Chamberlain doesn’t seem to notice, and if Scott does, he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    I pull myself out of those thoughts. I just need to gather the courage to talk to Chamberlain about it. But I hold back because I don’t want him to think he has to choose between his girlfriend, who he has only just recently started dating, and one of his best friends. That isn’t fair of me to do that, even though I wouldn’t. I want him to keep his friends, just establish boundaries with her. 
 
    And then there is Amber. Lizzy isn’t trouble, at least not for me. She seems to want to be best friends with me now. I’m not sure why and it kind of freaks me out. She’s crazy; going on and on about Scott this and Scott that, and that seems to piss Amber off more. Whenever she gets the opportunity, she nags me about different things. All of them related to Chamberlain. 
 
    “Did you know that Gwen was Chamberlain’s first?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you going after some rich boy to buy you whatever you want? Isn’t that what little rich brats do?” 
 
    “Are you just with him because you feel sorry for the poor orphan boy?” 
 
    “How can I be sure you aren’t fucking Scott too? What, no rich guys want your diseased body, so you have to go after every available common guy?” 
 
    They all really bother me. She knows nothing about me, and apparently, she doesn’t know Chamberlain either. He is fiercely protective of me. Scott makes a point of touching me, whether it is a hug or a hand on my shoulder, just to get Chamberlain going. 
 
    Rich boys expect me to be perfectly kept and silent, but Chamberlain doesn’t. He likes when I get mad and when my feistiness comes out. 
 
    And as for her first annoying, plaguing question, I don’t know what to do with that information. There still may be feelings there between the two of them. I know I don’t have much room to talk. My lack of knowledge on how normal people function in relationships is limited, but it is obvious that they decided they were better off as friends than as lovers. 
 
    I throw my hardest punch, only making it swing the tiniest bit. “Remember to pivot your foot.” Chamberlain drawls from behind me, his bare chest meeting my back. I stop mid-punch with my left arm when he slides down my body and grasps my ankles. “Follow through with the punch, baby,” he encourages. I finish extending my left arm until my fist connects with the bag. “Make sure this foot and ankle pivot, and it will be a stronger punch.” He stands, running his hands up the sides of my legs and stopping to rest them on my hips. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I wiggle out of his hold and push him back with my butt. “I’m trying to learn here.” 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s very distracting to see you like this.” Delicious promises fill his voice. 
 
    He isn’t sorry at all. 
 
    “Do two more of each and then move to a hook and upper cut combo.” He was over at another bag hitting, so I must be putting on quite the show if he is over here now. 
 
    I focus on the bag and throw a few more while making sure to include the pivot. “Much better,” he murmurs, his voice being drowned out by “Sweet Emotion” by Aerosmith. 
 
    I switch to the punches he wants me to do, making sure to do equal numbers with both hands. Again, I lose myself in thought. Chamberlain’s big fight is coming up. He said he would be training harder now, but he would make sure to have ‘us’ time. If our ‘us’ time consists of me coming with him and learning to fight while he trains, then I’m game. I really enjoy watching him. He had fights for the last two weekends in a row, and I marvel at how he moves. 
 
    He is graceful and stealthy. No matter how many times I watch him, it never gets old. His nickname fits perfectly; how he wears his opponent down and then goes in for the ‘kill’ is a work of art to watch. Then, of course, there are his predatory eyes – the ones reserved only for me. They make me melt, gush, and sexually ready for him every time. 
 
    The sex between us has become far more explosive than I ever imagined. I want to weep just thinking about finally experiencing shower sex … 
 
    It was last weekend after we got back to his apartment from his fight, which he won it. Scott went out in search of some ‘tail,’ and Gwen was helping her mom at the diner. That meant we were all alone. 
 
    Chamberlain insisted on showering when we got home. He then proceeded to pull me into the bathroom, lock both doors, start the shower, and slowly stripp us both … 
 
    His soft caresses of my naked flesh are the complete opposite of the violent blows he had just delivered to his opponent. His eyes shine with a mixture of merriment and pure joy as he peels me out of each layer of clothing. My skin is super sensitive to each simple touch of his calloused hands. 
 
    I’m getting used to being exposed around him. I don’t feel the need to cover myself as I did the first few times. I feel braver than I had any other time when we’re both completely devoid of our clothes. I walk to him and take him in my hand. His heaviness weighs in my hand as I stroke him leisurely back and forth. 
 
    Chamberlain’s hand envelops mine, making me squeeze tighter. “Like this, Katie.” He struggles to talk. With my free hand, I push his away and watch my brave hand move up and down. Pre-cum works its way out as I continue to pump him. I roll my thumb over his head, causing him to groan, long and deep. 
 
    His head falls back as his hands clamp down on my shoulders. “Damn, Katie.” I continue my movements while Chamberlain’s hips start to piston forward, meeting my hand. Soon, he becomes more irate and uncontrolled. “Stop, Katie.” He grunts. “I don’t want to come yet.” 
 
    When I don’t stop, his hand stills me. I moan with complete need of him. Without taking his eyes off me, he reaches out and grabs his pants that are on the counter. He produces a condom from his wallet. He lets his pants and wallet fall to the floor just outside the shower. “You want to put it on?” He waves the package at me. 
 
    “Sure.” I grab the package and drop to my knees. I rip it open and put the condom on the way he showed me last time. When I’m done, I sit back on my knees to admire my handiwork. I’m not embarrassed to admire him anymore. I’ve stretched and fit to him to the point that it feels like I was made for only him. 
 
    Chamberlain scoops me into his arms, twining my legs around his narrow waist. My hands dive into his hair that has grown a little. He pins me against the wall of the shower. “Hold on, baby.” His hands leave my sides; one braces on the wall beside my head while the other goes down to guide him into me. 
 
    As he starts to enter, my head falls back from the full sensation as I moan his name. “I love how tight you are, Katie. You squeeze my hard dick just right.” I whimper at the way he talks. I may not be able to talk like that or cuss, but I love it when he talks this way to me, especially when we are like this. “So fucking perfect. I could set up camp here and never leave.” He rests his forehead against mine before he starts to leisurely pump in and out of me. 
 
    “Harder,” I beg, bringing my face up to gaze at him. It is so much more intense when we keep eye contact. I love it. He pulls back, stops, and then slams hard into me. My mouth falls open as my back hits the shower wall. My hands try to secure a hold of something. “Again.” I continue to beg until his thrusts become relentless. 
 
    With a sudden hunger, I grab his face and guide his mouth to mine. Our teeth hit one another, hard and brutal, while our tongues give way to a feverish need. I grab hold of his tongue ring with my teeth and pull what I can into my mouth to suck. This makes Chamberlain’s other hand come up to the wall like its counterpart. He groans and pounds even harder. 
 
    It becomes too much, so I release his face, drop my hands to the base of his neck, and just hold on, screaming out babble and his name. 
 
    “Oh, fuck! Katie!” Chamberlain shouts. His hands clamp down on my hips, securing me while he continues. “You squeeze the fuck out of me, baby! Give it to me. Come on!” 
 
    “Chamberlain!” I shout as my orgasm takes me, drowning out everything but him and his touch. “Oh!” 
 
    “Fuck!” He pounds a few more times and then a few slower, easier ones. “Katie.” He whispers my name against my lips like a prayer. 
 
    “You okay there, lil’ bit?” Scotts causes me to jump out of my skin and swing randomly toward him. It also effectively cools off my need for Chamberlain. 
 
    “Fine.” I manage to say while grabbing my heart. I can’t believe I allowed myself to think of that when I’m in a public place, a gym for that matter. 
 
    Scott tilts his head, a frown in place. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” I wave him off. “I just need to take a break.” This seems to satisfy him because he shrugs and walks off. 
 
    I walk over to the bench where my water bottle and towel sit. Dabbing my face, I feel him come up behind me. Rough hands come around to rest on my waist, and then I’m being hoisted up against him. “What’s the matter, baby?” he whispers into my ear, bringing the desire back. 
 
    I turn my head and see that he is down on his haunches. “Just remembering.” I blush, but it is probably hard to tell since my face is already beet red, or at least it feels that way. 
 
    “About?” He rests his chin on my shoulder. 
 
    “The shower.” 
 
    He groans and pulls me back, so I fall onto his lap. I bite back a groan when I feel him growing hard. “Chamberlain, not here,” I admonish him. 
 
    “Baby, fuck.” He kisses my shoulder. “I can’t help but want to touch you while you look like this; shorts, sport’s bra, hair in a braid, and tape on your knuckles. That all turns me the fuck on. I can’t help but get a little angry and possessive with all the other guys in here seeing my girl like this.” He growls and bites my earlobe, making me screech. “Then you tell me what’s on your mind. I have half a mind to haul you into the locker room right now.” 
 
    “Really?” I can’t help but sound lustful. 
 
    He frowns. “Not now, but maybe someday.” He stands us up. “Go get ready to leave; it’s lunchtime.” He slaps my behind as I walk away, feeling needy. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “OUR USUAL, PLEASE, Rose.” Chamberlain smiles up at Rose as she brings our water to us. She scribbles down our order and takes off. Today, we are sitting in a corner both, so instead of sitting across from me, Chamberlain is right next to me. “Are you busy tomorrow after your ballet class?” He rests his hands on the table, clasping them together while looking down at them. 
 
    “No.” I turn in my seat, so one leg is folded under the other, and rest my hands on the back of the seat. “Why?” 
 
    He lets out a brief laugh with a sad smile. “It would have been my parents’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.” He looks at me. “Every year I go visit them. I would really like you to come with me this year.” 
 
    My heart aches for this amazing man. I place my hand on top of his. “Of course, I will.” 
 
    “Thank you, Katie.” He turns to face me now and pulls me into a hug. “They would have loved you,” he murmurs into my hair and takes a deep breath as if my scent centers him. “I’ll pick you up after your class, okay?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” I nuzzle my nose against his neck. This is a sudden change from how he was acting at the gym. I thought for sure he would be trying to do something by now, but he just continues to hold me. 
 
    My lost man. 
 
    I can’t imagine losing two people who I love endlessly. 
 
    Rose brings out our food, forcing us apart. “What did you think of your workout at the gym today?” Chamberlain asks as he puts ketchup on his food. 
 
    I dip a fry in ranch. “It was a lot of fun. I can see why you like fighting.” 
 
    Chamberlain peeks up at me, one of his brows raised. “Sorry, panda, but you won’t be entering any fights … ever.” 
 
    I giggle because I have no desire to ever fight, only in self-defense. “Don’t worry there, stud. You’re the only fighter in this relationship.” My giggling grows into a laugh at his mouth drops open with the endearment I just called him. 
 
    “Oh, Katie.” My laughing turns to choking when I gasp. His darkened predatory gaze is in full effect. “Just you wait.” 
 
    Instantly, my food is forgotten and so is my laughter. I’m hungry for him now. Why does he do this in public? 
 
    “Finish your food.” He takes a giant bite of his hamburger, leaving some ketchup and mustard mixed in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    I can’t control what I do next. Bringing my knees up under me, I crawl to him. His eyes are wide with wonder as I place my hands on his shoulders and lean in like I’m going to kiss him. Instead, I go to the corner of his mouth, lick the mixture off his face, and fall back in my seat while he gapes at me. 
 
    “You had something on your face,” I whisper as I go back to my own food. I’m a little surprised at what I just did. 
 
    “Fuck.” He scrubs his face before looking at me again. “You’ll pay for that.” His promise causes me to clench and throb with need. 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    Again, he gapes at me. “What kind of little vixen have I created?” 
 
    I look up at his oh-so-sexy grin, his dimple in full effect. “One just for you.” 
 
    Chamberlain chooses to go back to his meal after adjusting his shorts and ignores me. We eat in complete silence. When we are done, he pays and pulls me out of the diner and to my car where he hastily drives us back to his apartment. 
 
    “Just stay gone for another hour,” he shouts at Scott over the phone on the way to the apartment. “I don’t care where you go, just … not … home.” he grinds out, his jaw set with determination. I can’t help but shift in my seat to try to ease myself. I’m wound up. “Bye!” He throws his phone down and grabs the steering wheel. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I run my hand up his thigh. He grabs it and places it nicely back in my lap. 
 
    “You’re a little shit, Katie.” He quickly glances at me and then back at the road. “Where did my sweet girl go?” 
 
    “She’s still here, but your vixen wants to play.” 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I have to agree with Chamberlain. What has gotten into me? 
 
    He slams on the brakes when we reach his apartment. He gets out of the car faster than anything I’ve seen. My door swings open; I’m unbuckled and lifted into his arms. “Chamberlain!” He rushes us up to the apartment and shuffles me around to unlock the door. 
 
    We barely get in the door when he turns and slams me up against the wall by the door, attacking my neck with kisses and nibbling. I tilt my head to the side for him, close my eyes, and dig my fingers into his hair. 
 
    “Oh, Chamberlain.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    CHAMBERLAIN AND I walk hand in hand across the cemetery grounds. We walk between the rows of headstones scattered as far as I can see. It is a quiet day, the sun disappearing behind the clouds that riddle the otherwise blue sky. Altogether, it is a beautiful day, except for a heaviness hanging in the air us since we headed here. 
 
    We finally stop in front of a long, granite headstone that holds both of his parents’ names. 
 
    Rocky M. Lawrence 
 
    August 28th, 1962- 
 
    December 1st, 2003 
 
    Husband, son, father 
 
    Marissa L. Lawrence 
 
    June 20th, 1964- 
 
    May 4th, 2006 
 
    Wife, daughter, mother 
 
    Both beloved by all. 
 
    It seems so little for two people who greatly loved one another and their only son. A firemen’s helmet is stamped into the stone above Rocky’s name, and an angel is above Marissa’s. This pain I feel is something I cannot describe. 
 
    Chamberlain drops to his haunches, never letting go of my hand. “Hey Mom, Dad.” He leans over and brushes off some old dried leaves. “I’d like you to meet Katie.” He pulls me forward and I drop down next to him. 
 
    “Hi,” I whisper. I’ve never done this before. We have a family crypt, but we never visit it. Like everything else in the Cunningham family, once something is gone and no longer viable for a purpose, it or they are forgotten. 
 
    “She’s pretty amazing.” I hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “You are too,” I whisper, keeping my eyes focused down at the headstone, as if I can envision them. “You raised a very handsome and kind man.” 
 
    We tell them how we met and then Chamberlain starts to tell them about his big fight. His eyes glisten with tears that have yet to fall. I kiss his cheek and stand back up. “I’ll give you a few minutes with them.” I brush the dried grass off my knees. “I’ll be right over there.” I point at a nearby tree. 
 
    I walk over and lean my back against the tree before sinking to the ground. I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth of the sun. I watch Chamberlain sit back and talk to his parents. It’s bittersweet because they should be here with him, watching him continue to change and grow stronger. They would be in the front row, cheering him on at his first official fight. But he has them as his guardian angels. They will go everywhere with him and watch over him no matter what. 
 
    It’s nice knowing that he never truly fell into darker ideas and behaviors after losing both of them. Instead, he became a stronger person and rose above the grief to work toward his dreams. I’m in awe of him. Knowing this and being with him gives me the strength and reminds me that I can pursue my own goals and dreams in life. 
 
    Someday, I will have a husband who loves me and will make me happy. I will have children who I will love and cherish in a way only Fiona has ever shown me. And I will have a career of my choosing and will be happy with it. I don’t need money, glam, and every other embellished glitz that comes with the Cunningham name. 
 
    “Ready or do you want to nap in a cemetery?” I hear the laughter in Chamberlain’s voice. I look up and find him towering over me. 
 
    “If you are. I’m happy to stay here as long as you want.” 
 
    He pulls me to my feet and walks us back to my car. “I never stay long. I know they can hear me wherever I am, but coming here, sitting and talking with them, I feel closer.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that.” I swing our joined hands. “What else do you do on this day?” I have a feeling there is more than just coming to his parents’ graves. 
 
    “Well, I guess we could head back to my place, and I can embarrass myself with pictures. That’s what my mom would have done.” 
 
    “Add in some sushi, and I’m all over that,” I chide. 
 
    And that’s just what we do. We pick up some sushi and head back to his apartment. He pulls out several photo albums filled with pictures of him and even a few from the days before he entered the world. I finally get to see his parents. Chamberlain looks just like his dad, but has his mom’s coloring. Even as a teenager, Chamberlain towered over his mom’s little frame. She had kind eyes like Fiona does. I’m sure if she were here today, the two of them would have been thicker than thieves. 
 
    “You were so cute.” I gush over a picture of him in a homemade Halloween costume. He is Luigi while another boy is Mario. 
 
    I wish my mother had cared enough to do that. 
 
    Zoey and I never had original costumes like that. They were original, but in the way of the price tag, not in the way of our mother taking the time and love to make them. 
 
    “Were?” He barks a laugh. 
 
    “Well, you’re hot now. Who’s the other boy?” He is much smaller and not nearly as tall. 
 
    “That would be Scott. He didn’t get big until high school.” 
 
    “Well, you both are adorable as Mario and Luigi. Who was Princess Peach?” 
 
    “Gwen refused to be stereotypical, much to Rose’s dismay. She went as Bowser that year.” 
 
    “Nice.” I flip to the next page and find it full of bare butts. Chamberlain’s baby butts, that is. “Oh!” I giggle. He has all the typical baby pictures. Even a couple on a bear rug while he is on his belly. 
 
    I’ve seen some babies, but most are whisked away at birth to nannies and whatnot. I rarely see any at gatherings. But Chamberlain is by far the most adorable baby I have ever seen. He was a round, chubby little thing. His face had big chipmunk cheeks and a massive case of baby back rolls and thunder thighs. I want to squish him and kiss that little face. 
 
    I have my own baby pictures at home. I found them once and scanned them all onto the computer and put them on a flash drive to keep. My parents are strange about those things. My mother freaked when she learned I had them. 
 
    Thankfully, she doesn’t know I have a copy of my birth certificate and when I turned eighteen, I applied for a social security card when she wouldn’t give me mine. 
 
    “That’s enough.” He steals the album from me. 
 
    “Give that back!” I climb over him to try to get it back. “You were such a cute baby and child. I bet your kids will be just as cute someday.” This causes Chamberlain to freeze, and I topple over him, landing us both on the floor. 
 
    I roll onto my stomach and look at some more pictures while he lays on the floor in his daze. 
 
    What has gotten into him? 
 
    I flip to a page with various pictures. Some are of him on his dad’s shoulders watching a fight or a parade. There are others of him ice-skating with his mom. “You know how to skate?” I look over my shoulder with glee. I love going skating. “Chamberlain?” I poke him in the side to bring him back to me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you skate?” I ask again, this time slowly. 
 
    “Yes.” He rolls to his stomach, joining me. “Do you?” 
 
    “I love skating.” I flip through the pages. 
 
    “My mom did too. Dad never got the hang of it, so it was one of my special things I did with just her.” 
 
    “That’s sweet.” I feel a little jealous, but I push it away. I’ll get those chances someday. “And fighting was with your dad?” 
 
    “Yes. Mom couldn’t stand to see anyone getting hurt.” We reach blank pages, and I’m sad there are no more. “No more.” He stands, taking the album with him. “Be right back.” He walks to his room, and then I hear the bathroom door shut. It’s getting late, and I’m surprised Scott still isn’t back. I’m not sure where he went, but I’ve enjoyed being here for Chamberlain. He wanted me, not Scott or Gwen. 
 
    I get up and grab the albums. One slips and some papers fall out. I place the album on the coffee table and pick up the papers. Some are just old receipts, a picture that a little kid drew that says “dad,” a recipe, and a letter addressed to Chamberlain in the prettiest handwriting I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I stack the papers from largest to smallest and end with the recipe. It is an oatmeal recipe, and I remember Chamberlain telling me about his mom’s oatmeal cookies. They were his favorite, I believe. The toilet flushes, and I move fast. I put the recipe in my bag and the rest back in the album. 
 
    He comes back in and starts a movie for us. I’m kind of bummed; I wanted to see more pictures. But when he said the movie was one of his mom’s favorites, I couldn’t say no. I cuddle into his side until the movie ends and then I have to leave. 
 
    I kiss him good night. “I’ll call you before I go to bed.” 
 
    “You’d better.” 
 
    When I’m deposited into my car, I kiss him and want to say something more but decide against it. “Drive safe.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    On my way home, I dial Fiona. I want to know if we have everything to make the cookies. I think it would be the perfect thing to lift him up. I know he is on tight dietary restriction, but I want to give him a treat he hasn’t had in years. 
 
    I can’t wait to see the smile on his face. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    I’M ALREADY AWAKE when my alarm goes off. I was far too excited for today to get a good night’s sleep. I can’t wait to give Chamberlain his cookies. This will be the first real gift I’ve given him. 
 
    Last night when we talked, he tried to get it out of me what I have for him, but I kept my lips zipped. I’ve never surprised anyone before, and I really want to surprise him with these cookies. I came real close to telling him I loved him before we hung up. Part of me wants to say it, but the other part, the stronger part, refuses and wants to hear him say it first. 
 
    I stayed up last night after the rest of the house went to bed, including Fiona, and baked the cookies. It was peaceful having the kitchen to myself. I took extra time to carefully add the ingredients to the batch before I baked them. I tasted one after it had cooled, and Chamberlain was right. They are the best oatmeal cookies I’ve ever had. 
 
    I rush to get dressed and throw my hair up before grabbing the bag I had packed last night and head down to the kitchen. But not before making sure my door was locked. I fly down the stairs with a Christmas morning-like joy and determination. 
 
    But it fades when I see Zoey in the kitchen. 
 
    I’m confused for a split second before I see that she has the box containing Chamberlain’s cookies in it open, and she is eating one. “What are you doing?” I grab them and put the lid back on. I feel a rage and possessiveness overcome me. 
 
    “Hey!” She reaches for them with her well-manicured French tipped nails, but I pull the box away. “I was eating those.” 
 
    “They aren’t for you.” I open my bag, so she doesn’t see my schoolbooks, and set the box neatly between my clothes for cushioning. 
 
    “Whatever Fiona makes is for everyone, Katherine!” Can we spell spoiled brat? “God! Why are you such a bitch sometimes?” 
 
    Really? Me? 
 
    She’s the one who thinks she is entitled to everything. I square my shoulders and stand tall, which isn’t much taller than she is. 
 
    “I’m not; maybe I would be nicer if you weren’t one to me.” She gasps like I actually used that word. I won’t, though. No matter how much she eggs me on. “And for your information, I made these for my boyfriend.” I don’t use his name because she will only ask me who that is. 
 
    She stands, placing her hands on her bony hips, and leans into me with a glare. “They tasted like shit anyway.” She pushes my shoulder as she walks out. I think it angers her more when she can’t move me. I’ve noticed I’ve built some muscle up since I started working out at the gym with Chamberlain. 
 
    Shaking my head, I set my bag down and go to the refrigerator to get my chilled water bottle. 
 
    “She gone yet?” Fiona pokes her head out of the pantry. 
 
    “Yes.” I grab my baggie of mixed fruits and shut the refrigerator with my hip. “Why was she in here?” Zoey never comes into the kitchen; she knows nothing about cooking, and she always treats Fiona badly. Besides my room, this is the only safe place in the whole house. 
 
    “Who knows? That girl is up to something, though.” She comes out carrying everything she needs to make Zoey and my mother’s breakfast, which isn’t much. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I put my things in my bag and zip it back up. 
 
    “She was asking too many questions about you and Chamberlain.” 
 
    So she does remember his name. 
 
    Fiona sets everything down. “Just don’t let your guard down with her.” She gives me a stern look. 
 
    “I haven’t dropped it since she learned to walk and talk.” We both laugh at that. Zoey was born with the same attitude she now has as a teenager. She thinks she’s God’s gift to mankind. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Satan’s Mistress is aiding her.” Fiona starts to separate the eggs yolks from the whites. 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    “You seem to be in a really good mood. Does that have anything to do with cookies?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I grin wryly. I’m so happy right now; even Zoey can’t put a damper on it. “I hope they are just like how he remembers.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will be. You made them with love like his mama did for him. I could smell them downstairs, and they made my mouth water.” 
 
    I pull my bag up, careful not to jostle the contents, and walk over to kiss her cheek. “See you later.” 
 
    “Have fun, baby doll.” She waves me off as she starts the burner for omelets. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    WHERE IS HE? 
 
    All the way through my workout and class, I wondered where Chamberlain was. Even Scott was missing today. Last night when we talked, he said he would be here, and if something came up, I’m sure he would have let me know. 
 
    Me: Where are you? Everything okay? 
 
    I frown as I send the message and gather my things to leave the locker room. I haven’t heard from him at all this morning, and it concerns me. Chamberlain is usually the first person to wish me good morning, but that isn’t the case today. My phone buzzes when I reach my car. 
 
    Chamberlain: All’s good, just busy. 
 
    My frown deepens as I read the message once more. He usually is never so brief or vague with me. 
 
    Me: Okay … 
 
    I don’t know what else to say. I don’t want to push him for answers if he is training, but something just isn’t right. 
 
    I slide my phone back into my hoodie pocket and get in my car. I place my bag on the floorboard and check to make sure the cookies are safe in the passenger seat. I start my car and head to Chamberlain’s apartment. If he isn’t there, I’ll check the gym, and then the garage. 
 
    Parts of yesterday were pretty sad, and maybe he is just carrying that emotion through to today. In that case, I hope the cookies will cheer him up. I copied the recipe while I had some in the oven to keep and have his mom’s recipe in an envelope taped to the top of the box to give back to him. 
 
    On my way over, I try calling him, but he doesn’t answer. I’m really starting to worry. 
 
    What could be the matter? 
 
    Maybe he is training, or he was called into work. Yeah, that could be it. His boss has one other person working for him, so maybe that person called in sick. 
 
    When I reach his street, I pull into the first available spot I can find, but it’s half a block away from his building. I cut the engine and look up to get out but find Gwen’s Camaro parked closer to the building. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Still looking through my windshield, I reach for the box when I see Chamberlain. He is walking out of his building looking in all directions before stepping out to the sidewalk. Then my heart slams against my chest as a crack forms in the center of it. Gwen is right behind him. She hugs his arm to her like I do and rests her head on his shoulder. 
 
    I try to breathe, but it is next to impossible. The tears start to well up in my eyes. I hate to say it, but Amber was right. I shouldn’t be here. They start walking toward the pizzeria in the opposite direction of me. Not once does Chamberlain try to break his contact with her. 
 
    I grab my lip with my teeth to stop it from quivering and try my best to blink the tears away. I knew I fell too hard too fast. I reach to start my car when a knock on my window scares me. I jump and find Scott beaming down at me. Once he sees me, the smile slips. 
 
    “What’s the matter, K.C.?” 
 
    I do my best to cover my hurt as I roll down the window. “You scared me.” I try to explain. 
 
    “No.” He rests his arms on my open window seal and leans on them. “You look like you’re either about ready to cry or already have.” His concern touches me, but he’s Chamberlain’s friend, so he probably already knows about them. 
 
    And that hurts because I consider him a friend as well. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head and force a smile. “I just slammed my finger in the middle console while looking for my ChapStick, that’s all.” I look over my shoulder at the cookies. I don’t want them near me now. I grab them and thrust them at Scott. “Here, take these for you and Chamberlain. I have to get going.” I lie and shift my car into reverse. 
 
    “Is he not home?” Scott looks at the building. Chamberlain and Gwen are already in the pizzeria. “Why don’t you come in?” 
 
    “No! I mean, I can’t,” I answer quickly. “I have a paper I need to write. Talk to you later.” I don’t wait for him to reply. I leave Scott standing in the street, scratching his head in confusion. 
 
    I speed away and turn up the radio to try to drown my thoughts and just drive. 
 
    Just great. 
 
    I groan as “Teardrops on My Guitar” by Taylor Swift comes through the speakers. 
 
    I’m halfway home when my phone starts to ring. Pulling it out of my pocket, I see Chamberlain’s name and smiling face. My lip quivers uncontrollably as I silence it and toss it into the passenger seat. I finally let the tears fall. 
 
    How could I be so stupid? I loved him too fast. I let everything between us happen too fast. And now, I get to burn with this pain of letting him in. I finally let someone new into my life, and it goes up in flames. I rub my chest as I pull out of traffic and onto the road to home. 
 
    It hurts so much. 
 
    I slam on the brakes when I reach home and hurry into the house. I don’t go in the side door because I don’t want Fiona questioning my change of mood. Instead, I go through the front door and run into my mother as she is walking by. 
 
    “Katherine!” she screeches as I mutter an apology. I don’t want her to see me like this either. She’ll just rub more salt in the wound. “Wait, Katherine Carrie.” I stop with one foot on the stairs. 
 
    “Yes?” I try my best to remain calm. 
 
    Just a few more seconds and I can fall apart in the safety of my room. 
 
    “I have been meaning to speak with you. Your father, Zoey, and I are attending a charity banquet April twenty-third for less fortunate children. We would greatly appreciate it if you would attend as well.” 
 
    I don’t process that her tone is fake along with her sincerity. 
 
    “Sure,” I mutter before racing up the stairs to my room. I slam the door behind me, continue to ignore my phone, and fall-face first onto my bed, letting out a gut-wrenching blood-curdling scream while the tears choke me. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    I’M SULKING, AND I really don’t care. No matter how much Fiona has tried to cheer me up, nothing works. Chamberlain continued to call me last night until I shut my phone off and buried my head in my pillows. 
 
    I woke up this morning in the same clothes I wore yesterday. My eyes are red and puffy from crying until I finally succumbed to sleep at three a.m. At one point last night, I had removed my contacts because my eyes had started to burn. 
 
    I feel numb. 
 
    I called the center to let them know and pass the word on to my students’ parents that I would not be in today. I have ventured out of my room long enough to get something to eat and drink before disappearing again. I’m thankful Zoey and my mother decided to leave for DC today to do some shopping and spend the weekend with my father and the McGarths, minus Timothy who is back at school. 
 
    Around lunchtime, I decided the best way to spend my isolation is to finish a paper that isn’t due until after Spring Break, which is next week. I throw my mind into some place other than the thoughts of Chamberlain Lawrence. 
 
    It wasn’t until suppertime that I took a break when Fiona brought me a bowl of her homemade cheese soup with a cup of hot tea. She sat with me while I ate and did her best to try to find different ways to get me to crack a smile but nothing worked. I really don’t feel like smiling right now. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Fiona, but I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “At least, you finally changed.” Fiona motions to my change of clothes. I traded my jeans and t-shirt for shorts and a camisole. Once I’ve taken my last bite, Fiona pulls me into her embrace. “It will be okay, K.C.” She runs an affectionate hand down to the back of my head. She kisses my cheek and takes the tray to leave. I don’t even have the energy to get up and lock the door behind her. Good thing Zoey is gone. “Good night, baby doll.” 
 
    “Night, Fiona. Thank you,” I say weakly as I curl into a small ball in my bed. I don’t want to do anything but lie here. I chose not to have a TV in my room long ago. I rarely watch any as it is. 
 
    I pull my duvet over my head and close my eyes. I’m so exhausted, and I didn’t even do anything today aside from writing my paper, which is now done, printed, and ready to hand in. 
 
    A gentle knock awakens me. I lift my head and look through the dark toward my door. “I’m fine, Fiona.” I lick my dry lips and lay my head back down. A knock comes again, but this time it is louder. “Fiona.” I groan and bury my face into my bed. “Go away, please.” 
 
    It is silent, and then I hear my door creak. I don’t hear any footsteps, but my bed sags from her weight. “Fiona, please go away.” I cry into my bed. 
 
    I just want to be alone. 
 
    I’m startled when a rough hand comes down on my bare shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere, Katie. Not until you talk to me.” 
 
    I jump back on my bed, up to my pillows, taking my duvet with me to cover myself as if it were a shield to protect me from him. “W … wh … what …” I can’t even finish before the tears start to fall again. 
 
    Why is he here? How did he get in? 
 
    Chamberlain turns on the bed to face me. “What’s going on, Katie?” I can’t make out his face in the dark yet; my eyes have yet to adjust. When I don’t answer him, he stands and comes around to the side of the bed to sit back down in front of me. “Talk to me, baby. Scott said you didn’t look right yesterday.” He places a cautious hand on my thigh. I flinch, causing him to pull his hand back. He runs it over his head and sighs. “Does it have something to do with Gwen?” 
 
    I flinch again at the mention of her name and glare at him. “Yes,” I hiss out. “Why bother with me when you have her?” 
 
    I still can’t fully make out the features of his face. “She was just playing around, Katie.” 
 
    Sure didn’t look like it to me. 
 
    He stands and walks over to my double doors that lead to my balcony. He stands there for a beat and then turns back to me before stalking over. “She was helping me with something, but there is nothing going on, Katie.” He sits back down, closer this time. 
 
    I can smell his unique scent, and it has my traitorous body going up in flames. 
 
    “Helping you with what?” I keep the anger laced in my voice. 
 
    “With a surprise for you.” His voice drops and sounds defeated. He moves closer, close enough to rest his forehead on mine. I should move away, but like always, I’m trapped in him. “Forgive me, please?” His plea makes me feel guilty for being mad, but I shouldn’t. I have every right to be this angry. Another woman was cozied up to my boyfriend, and he didn’t even try to stop her! 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I push him away and sit up straighter. “You need to set boundaries with her if you plan to continue to see me.” I’m proud for keeping my voice level. I feel anything but rational at the moment. “I get that she is your friend and all, but enough is enough. I won’t make you pick between us, but she needs to know that hanging on you and all that is not okay.” 
 
    His head bobs as I talk. I can see better now, and his eyes are the widest I’ve ever seen them. “I’m serious,” I say as I slump a little. 
 
    “I know you are.” He reaches for me, and this time, I don’t flinch at his touch as he wraps me in his arms. This is what I like. I love being with him, but not if it means I have to compete with another woman, one who I know wants him as well. I can handle Amber and the others who pursue him; it’s Gwen I can’t. 
 
    Abruptly, he pulls me onto his lap and pulls the duvet around him as well. “I was planning to ask you to come away with me next week while you’re on Spring Break,” he murmurs into my hair as he holds me tight to him. 
 
    My arms are pinned between us, so I lie there and stare at my feet sticking out of the side of the duvet. 
 
    He wants to take me somewhere? 
 
    What does Gwen have to do with it? 
 
    Do I want to do this? 
 
    Or is it better if we just end this now? 
 
    That pains me beyond belief, but I have a feeling dealing with Gwen’s and his relationship is going to be very trying for me and will lead to problems with the two of us. 
 
    “Am I forgiven?” Chamberlain nuzzles my ear, causing my body to come back to life after its long day of slumber. 
 
    “Yes.” I rest my head on his shoulder. Because I do forgive him, and I do want to be with him. I’ll just have to find a way to somehow deal with all of it. “Where do you want to take me? And what does Gwen have to do with it?” 
 
    He kicks off his shoes and swings his legs up onto the bed, lying down completely with me. “I wanted you to come to my grandparents’ cabin in the Berkshires with me for the week. Alone time for the two of us and I can focus on some different types of training while we are there.” He moves me so I’m now straddling his hips and looking down at him. I can’t help the gasp I release as I accidentally rub against his erection. “Sorry, you do this to me every time.” He doesn’t sound sorry at all. 
 
    “And Gwen?” 
 
    “She was helping me move some equipment that I want to take from the gym with us. We moved some stuff into the back storage room so I can load it better. Then I wanted to change, so we went back to my place and got pizza where Scott met up with us.” 
 
    “Oh.” I play with his shirt and lie down with him, resting my head over his heart. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Katie.” He kisses my temple and nestles us down in my bed, making sure we are both covered. I fall back asleep to his heartbeat while ideally wondering how he managed to get here. “Your cookies tasted just like my mom’s,” he whispers as he too drifts off to sleep. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I LEAN IN as far as I can right next to the ring as Chamberlain pounds down The Wall. This guy earned his name all right. For the first two rounds, he was holding well against Chamberlain, but now The Wall is crumpling with Chamberlain’s vicious assault. 
 
    I find myself bobbing and weaving with Chamberlain as he dodges punches. My hands rise up to guard just like his do. Scott chuckles next to me as he continues to cheer on his friend. Gwen is with us tonight and on the other side of Scott. I’m still not sure how I completely feel about her friendship with Chamberlain, so I am keeping my distance while trying not to look like I am. 
 
    Gwen is cheering at the top of her lung but calling him ‘The Predator’ rather than his given name. I don’t feel comfortable calling him that because, for me, he’s more, so much more. 
 
    The bell rings, and each fighter goes back to his corner. Scott jumps up, leaving both Gwen and me in our spots while he tends to Chamberlain. 
 
    His breathing is a little labored with this match. But his eyes hold a ferocious determination. 
 
    He’s going to win. 
 
    Before he gets back up to start the next round, he looks directly down at me. He throws me a wink and a grin before inserting his mouth guard. 
 
    I love this man. 
 
    When we woke this morning, we talked for a good three hours getting everything out in the open. I feel better not bottling it up anymore. I explained how insecure I feel. He told me it is just how I was raised, and that I have nothing to be insecure about. We ended up leaving together and heading to his gym to get ready for tonight’s fight. 
 
    Chamberlain goes into a boxer shuffle as he waits for The Wall to approach him. Bouncing on the heels of my feet to my toes, I watch as Chamberlain blocks a few more punches. Then just like a miracle of nature, like a flower opening for the first time, Chamberlain’s movements change, and he starts to pound into The Wall once more, taking him down. 
 
    Chamberlain backs him into a corner, continually throwing punch after punch. I’m mesmerized by the way his muscles tighten as he extends his arm into the punch. I’m dazzled how his sculpted back moves with them, adding more force to each blow. It feels like everything is in slow motion. I should think something is wrong with me by thinking about how handsome and hot my man is as he beats up another, but I don’t. I feel everything in my body tighten and grow needy for his touch. 
 
    “Come on, Chamberlain.” The clock is ticking down. This is the first match I have seen where Chamberlain hasn’t knocked out his opponent. That is what makes it exciting. It’s something new and different. 
 
    “Let’s go, Predator!” Gwen cups her hands around her mouth to amplify her voice even more as she shouts for him. 
 
    “Cheer for him louder, lil’ bit. You may give him enough of a surge to go for a knockout before the bell.” Scott encourages me and goes back to his own cheering. 
 
    I start to bounce more, feeling an adrenaline rush hit me. “COME ON, CHAMBERLAIN! WIN!” 
 
    I think my voice surprises him because his attack stops and The Wall lands a blow right to the side of his face. “NO!” Scott, Gwen, and I all shout at once. This can’t happen. He doesn’t need this with his big fight coming … up. 
 
    It hits me. The day my mother asked me to come to a charity function is the same as his fight. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    Chamberlain stumbles back a step or two before shaking it off and going back on guard. Thirty seconds remain on the clock, and he makes a push to corner The Wall again. He manages that while going back into his attack mode. He beats on The Wall until he drops to the canvas on one knee, blocking his head the best he can from Chamberlain. The bell rings and the referee peels the two away from each other. 
 
    It’s over. I take a deep breath and loll my head back. Before I can look back up, Scott has my hand in his, and he is guiding me to Chamberlain’s corner. Chamberlain is leaning over on his knees as he tries to catch his breath. 
 
    “You did great, buddy.” Scott slaps him on the back, causing Chamberlain to look up. His deep blue eyes are really dark at the moment as they settle on me. “I do have to give you crap, though, because you were thrown off by your girl.” 
 
    “That’s because this was her first time cheering loudly.” His voice is deep and extremely calm. I blush and look down at my hands. He’s right, though; usually quietly, I’m cheering for him. But it felt great to yell for him. “Come …” 
 
    “You did great!” Gwen jumps between us, cutting him off. “You need to stay focused better, no matter who is cheering for you,” she scolds him with a playful frown. My shoulders drop. 
 
    Chamberlain stands, making her step back and right into me, causing me to stumble and fall onto the canvas. I stay down there with my hands supporting me in a sitting position, looking down. My previous excitement has evaporated. I want to go home, or at least, get out of here. 
 
    Two wrapped hands appear behind me and go to my waist, bringing me back to my feet. I know it is Chamberlain. He brings his chin down to rest on my shoulder after pushing my hair out of the way. “Hey, panda.” His voice is light and playful, like he doesn’t know that I don’t want to be here. 
 
    “Hey,” I reply weakly. He pulls me against him as if he now senses my feelings. “Great fight,” I say brighter, even though I fake it. I turn in his arms. “Ready to see if you won?” 
 
    His frown line appears, right between his eyebrows, as he stares down at me. “Okay.” Concern forms on his face as he draws my hand into his. We walk into the center with the referee and The Wall who stands by himself. I look over to find Scott biting back a laugh with his hand while Gwen has a mixture of delight and frustration on her face. 
 
    What’s that about? 
 
    The referee grabs each of the fighters’ wrists as the winner is announced. Everything is pretty deaf for me as Chamberlain is announced the winner, and his arm is raised to the heavens. Once the referee lets go of him, he circles his arms around me, bringing me back to the present and focusing on him. “Let’s celebrate,” he whispers against my mouth as he kisses me passionately. 
 
    We pull away, causing my own to heat. “Do you mind if we just go back to your place? I don’t feel like dealing with the bar.” The couple of times I have gone with them, I learned to stay in my seat, and even though I may have had to go to the bathroom, I would hold it until we got to his apartment. I’m tired of dealing with Amber, and I’m also thinking of Chamberlain. He doesn’t need the alcohol with his upcoming fight. 
 
    “Sure thing.” His warm expression softens me up some more. He takes my hand once more and pulls me through the cheering crowd toward the exit to his locker room. Once we get there, he locks us in, deposits me on a bench, and changes. 
 
    “No shower?” I sit on my hands and lean forward. He gives me a heated look that states his intention. 
 
    Shower at the apartment it is then. 
 
    “I have a problem, Chamberlain,” I mutter. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He quickly pulls his clothes on and shoves his feet into his boots, not bothering to lace them up. 
 
    “When I got home the other day, I was upset, and my mother asked me to come to a charity function with them.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “It’s April twenty-third,” I state, making him stop moving around. 
 
    “Fuck …” 
 
    “I know. I wasn’t thinking.” I shrug and look down. “But in my defense, I was mad at you and really hurt.” 
 
    “Hey!” He pulls my attention to him. “We’ll figure out a way to get you to my fight. No worries.” He pulls his reclaimed hoodie - after I told him his scent was gone, he took it back to fix that - over his head and puts his old worn baseball cap on backward. 
 
    “Okay.” I will be at that fight. 
 
    “All right.” He grabs his bag and collects me. “Ready?” He kisses me, not waiting for my answer, unlocks the door, and we are out. 
 
    Gwen and Scott are waiting by the cars when we get out of the building. “Ready to party?” Scott gives Chamberlain a weird combination of a handshake/slap with a half hug only guys seem to do. 
 
    “Nah.” He shakes his head and unlocks my car. “Katie and I are going to go home.” He opens my door for me to get in but not before I see the disappointed looks on Scott and Gwen’s faces. “Have fun without us.” 
 
    “Umm … okay.” Scott turns to Gwen, nodding at her car behind mine as Chamberlain rounds the car and gets in. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    “I HOPE YOU aren’t upset about not going out.” I settle onto Chamberlain’s bed as he gets ready for a shower. While pulling his shirt over his head, he stops and stares at me like I grew a second head or something. “What?” I frown and toss him my own strange look. 
 
    “Baby” He shakes his head and comes over, pulling me up to stand in front of him. He grabs the hem of my shirt. “I was going to come back here anyway. I’m tired of the partying. Besides.” My shirt is gone, and he then goes for my pants, since my shoes are already off “I have to really focus on training, and I don’t want any of that in the way of reaching my dream.” 
 
    “Okay,” I murmur, stepping out of my pants. We walk into the bathroom, and I admire him as he strips out of his pants and socks while turning the water on and making steam rise. 
 
    “Why are you still dressed?” He looks back at me while slipping his boxer briefs off. “Get naked, woman.” I can’t help but giggle as he gets in the shower, watching me with a look of pure determination. “I mean it,” he growls. 
 
    I quickly strip my bra and panties off and slip into the shower with him. Chamberlain’s shoulder blades roll as he soaps up the washcloth with my body wash. I come up behind him and wrap my arms around his middle, resting my palms on his pectorals. I lean my cheek on the center of his back and close my eyes. 
 
    These are the times, when it is just the two of us, that I remember he is in this relationship as much as I am. But he holds all the power to destroy me. 
 
    Please don’t. 
 
    I silently pray as Chamberlain moves away from me to turn and wash me. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you wash up first? You are the one who got all sweaty and dirty.” I try to grab the washcloth from him, but he pulls his hand out of my reach. 
 
    “Oh no, baby. I got you all sweaty, so let me wash you first.” His eyes darken once more as he steps into my space to the point that I can feel his body heat along with the hot water forming steam around us. 
 
    “Okay.” I breathe and relax for him. I lay my head back and close my eyes. 
 
    “Look at me,” he commands. Before I can look back up, I gasp as he places the washcloth on my bare neck. He slowly works his way to one shoulder then down my arm and back up. He moves slowly across my collarbone to my opposite shoulder and arm. 
 
    I blink up at him and watch his eyes follow his hand’s movement. My nipples become erect and tingle just from his slow, deliberate motions. He pulls the washcloth away to lather more soap on it. I cross my legs and squirm a little, causing that predatory grin to come out. “Soon, baby.” 
 
    He comes back with the washcloth and moves down my chest. His hand trails down the valley between my breasts to my belly and back up. “Turn around.” He whispers the command. Slowly, to try to remain calm, I turn around. He washes my back and grabs my bottom through the washcloth, roughly massaging it. My head falls back as I moan, and then his hand is gone. 
 
    “Wha-” I’m cut off as he pulls me against him. With his free hand planted on my hip to keep me close, his other comes up to gently wash my right breast.  He lathers it before circling around to my nipple. He takes my nipple between his fingers and tweaks it until it is almost painful. I release a wisp of breath. Leaning my head on his shoulder, I look up at his pouty lips. Licking mine, I cup the back of his head with my left hand and pull his lips down to mine. 
 
    Our kiss is hungry and wild. Our tongues wrestle with each other. His tongue ring hits my teeth each time he rolls his tongue. While we continue to kiss, he moves to my left breast and repeats his motions. 
 
    We break our kiss; his breathing is labored while I’m panting. We stare into each other’s eyes as he soaps up the washcloth once more. He kisses me again while his hand slides down my belly to my pelvic bone. I break away, rapidly breathing as his hand moves even lower. 
 
    Chamberlain pulls me against him tightly, grinding his erection into my lower back, just above my tailbone. “Oh.” I pant. He is gone from behind me and crouches to wash my legs. He kisses my bottom, surprising me. 
 
    That was surprisingly hot. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” 
 
    “Patience, Katie.” He kisses my other cheek and stands back up, trailing the washcloth up my inner thigh until he is standing behind me again, cupping me. “I think you’re clean.” He drops the washcloth and brings his hand to my center, spreading me with his skillful fingers as he toys with my clit. 
 
    I gasp in two short breaths as I arch into his hand. His other abandons my hip and moves up to pinch one of my nipples while he runs his tongue up and down the shell of my ear and down to my neck where he bites. 
 
    I’m lost in everything he is doing to me at once. I feel my orgasm build up. “Give it to me, baby. Then you can wash me.” His mouth is next to my ear, coaxing my orgasm from me. “I love it when you’re this responsive to me, this wet.” He sticks his tongue in my ear as I grab whatever I can and scream out my release. 
 
    I’m floating that’s the only way I can explain it. I feel weightless and lighter than ever as I come back down to earth and nestle in Chamberlain’s big strong arms while he kisses my cheek. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    I sigh happily to myself. 
 
    “I’m not done yet, Katie.” His growl brings me back to him completely. “Should I just wash myself?” His voice is full of humor and a smile. I only nod; I’m wiped. “Can you stand on your own?” I nod again and lean against the wall as he quickly washes himself with my soap. “You’d better recover, baby. I’m not done with you.” My libido jolts me out of my complete relaxation. 
 
    Once he showers, he turns the water off and dries us both. “I hope you don’t plan to sleep tonight.” He picks me up and carries me into his room, naked. “My girl is acting pretty down, even after I won tonight. I need to make her happy and reinforce my feelings for her.” He kisses me swiftly and then trails down my body until he is right where he wants to be. “Always so ready for me.” His tongue spears me, and we start again. 
 
    “Oh, Chamberlain.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    “I SEE YOU finally decided to move out.” I look up from putting my cosmetics bag and glasses case into my second bag where Zoey is leaning against my door; arms crossed with a smug look. 
 
    She wishes. But so do I. 
 
    I regard her for a moment. Something is different about her, but what? 
 
    “Did you cut your hair?” That’s it; her hair is a lot shorter now. Her chestnut brown hair used to reach past her shoulder blades, and now, it is a bob. 
 
    She puffs her hair with a grin. “Yes, I did.” She welcomes herself into my room, taking a seat on the edge of my bed, where she looks around in disgust. 
 
    “And to answer your question no, I’m not moving out yet.” I quickly zip up my bag, so she doesn’t look in it. “Won’t Timothy be mad that you cut it?” I try my best to turn the attention on her, like she is used to. 
 
    “Considering that Timothy isn’t here, I would say no. Besides …” She stands and walks back to the door. 
 
    What was the point of her coming in here? 
 
    “He commented that my hair would look better shorter.” She gives me a false-sweet smile, turns on her heel, and leaves. 
 
    I huff a mock laugh. Timothy doesn’t mind? Wow, when I was ‘with’ him, he always threatened me if I tried to cut mine. 
 
    I step back and at over my two gym bags that hold my clothes, books, and everything else I need for the week to come. I check off the list in my head knowing that I have everything and nod to myself when I know it’s all there. My phone starts to sing “Your Love is My Drug” by Kesha, indicating a message from Chamberlain. 
 
    Chamberlain: Out front, ready, and waiting. 
 
    I’m eager to finally get away from all of this - my parents and Zoey mainly. I will miss Fiona for the week that I’m gone, but I’m finally getting a normal Spring Break vacation. 
 
    Me: Heading down now. 
 
    Chamberlain: Hurry. Fiona is giving me the flirty eye. ;) 
 
    Giggling, I gather up my bags, lock my bedroom door, and head down to the kitchen. When I come into the kitchen, I stop with my mouth wide open at Fiona. She is holding my full water bottle and standing at the back door waving and blowing kisses to Chamberlain. I can’t help but laugh; this woman is wonderful. 
 
    “Hey, he’s mine.” I feign anger as I march up to her and yank my water bottle out of her hands before smiling at her. “But I’ll make an exception just for you.” I kiss her cheek and drop my bags to give her a hug. “Behave this week.” 
 
    “Oh, what fun is that?” She laughs, grabbing one of my bags and walks out to the … truck waiting for me? 
 
    Where did the truck come from? 
 
    “You behave this week.” She smiles knowingly. “Just be safe,” she whispers when Chamberlain hops out of the truck to help us. 
 
    “Hey, Katie.” He gives me a brief kiss while taking my bag from me. Then he turns and does the same with Fiona, but on the cheek. 
 
    “Be careful putting them in the back. I have my camera and glasses in the blue one,” I tell him when he takes them to the back end. 
 
    “Got it,” he shouts back and gently places them by his bag and the two coolers of food. Yesterday, after we woke up, we headed down to the store and got all the food we would need for the week. Chamberlain said the water was fine up there to drink, so we just needed orange juice and milk and food. He expressed how relieved he was when I told him I know how to and love to cook. He said he could do an okay job but hates it. 
 
    “You two have everything?” Fiona looks in the back of the truck where there is also workout gear. Our bags and coolers only take up a small part of the bed; the equipment takes up the rest. 
 
    “Yes, we do.” I put my hands into the back pockets of my jeans and bounce on my toes. Chamberlain’s eyes scan the back of the truck to make sure he didn’t forget anything. 
 
    “Even tampons?” Fiona discreetly asks me. 
 
    “I finished my period last Monday. I’m good,” I whisper to her with confidence. “And,” I cut her off, “we got a whole box of condoms yesterday, so don’t worry.” I wrap my arms around her and squeeze. Even though I won’t be far away, I’ll miss Fiona. 
 
    “Just be safe and have fun.” Her voice breaks with emotion. “Don’t worry about me.” She focuses her attention on Chamberlain. “Take good care of her. She’s very precious to me.” 
 
    “Will do, ma’am.” His chest hits my back. “We’d better hit the road.” 
 
    “All right.” I kiss Fiona’s cheek one last time and get my butt into the truck. I open the passenger door and giggle. 
 
    How about that? A door that will open. 
 
    Chamberlain watches me from his side with a knowing laugh of his own. We back up and head down the driveway, waving to Fiona, and begin our little adventure. “I thought we would stop in Springfield for lunch?” 
 
    “That sounds fine.” I roll my window down; it’s surprisingly warm for the end of March. “Where did you get the truck?” 
 
    Please don’t say Gwen. 
 
    “My boss lent it to me. I don’t think my car would have made it with all the equipment.” 
 
    “Yeah, it probably wouldn’t. Plus, you wouldn’t have fit everything in it.” I reach over and rest my hand on top of his on the gear shifter thingy. “Why do you keep it? You told me between working at the garage and your fights you make enough money.” 
 
    “It was my dad’s.” He glances at me quickly and then back at the road. “Mom had told me he was going to give it to me when I turned sixteen. I didn’t want to change a thing about it because that was how he had it.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” That still doesn’t make sense. “Then why not fix it up?” He doesn’t say anything. “Chamberlain …” I shift in my seat to face him. “He would want you to remember the good of him by having a beautiful, well-running vehicle that was his. Not a piece of junk. I can’t even tell what kind of car it is.” I give him a pointed look. “What if he wanted to work on it with you, and your mom didn’t even know? Did you ever think about that?” 
 
    Chamberlain worries his bottom lip. He doesn’t say anything for a long time, so I turn back and look out my window. 
 
    I could really use a book right now. 
 
    I grab my messenger bag that I use for a purse and look through it, finding my tablet buried at the bottom with its charger. I click it on and start to read a random book I one-clicked last night. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “YOU MIGHT BE right.” Chamberlain finally breaks the silence when we get to Springfield. 
 
    Finally! 
 
    He has been quiet for too long. 
 
    “Listen, do whatever you want with it. I don’t have any right to say something; I just thought I would share my opinion.” I power down my tablet and put it back in my bag. 
 
    “I know that, but you have a good point.” He drives us into downtown for gas and something to eat. “It’s a 1971 Challenger,” he states, pulling into a gas station. 
 
    “Oh.” I’m still clueless. I think it’s time I wise up where cars are concerned. 
 
    “We’ll get gas and then I’ll take you to a place that has great grilled chicken.” He gets out and fills the truck. I have a strange feeling that I just stepped over a boundary with him. 
 
    I hope not. 
 
    My phone chimes as I watch him. 
 
    Fiona: Making good time? 
 
    Me: Yes, in Springfield getting gas and lunch. 
 
    Fiona: Good, the Mistress has been on the rampage looking for you. 
 
    Me: What did you tell her? 
 
    Fiona: Zoey told her. I just informed the Madwoman that you were going to be fine. 
 
    I’m surprised she was concerned; something isn’t sitting well with this. 
 
    Me: Too bad. =) 
 
    Fiona: That’s my girl. 
 
    I put my phone away. Who knows what my mother is up to? The first time, in my life, I decide to go somewhere on my own, and she turns into a worried mother. I snort at the thought. She is probably concerned that I’m out raising hell and giving them a bad name. 
 
    “You okay?” Chamberlain gets back in. 
 
    “My mother …” I don’t need to say anymore; he’s learned by now how difficult she can be. 
 
    “Ready to get a bite to eat?” 
 
    “Yes.” I unbuckle and slide over to the middle of the bench seat and re-buckle next to him, laying my head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry if I upset you by talking about your car. Have it however you want it; it’s yours.” 
 
    He kisses my head while pulling us back into traffic. “It’s all good, Katie. I hadn’t thought of your idea before. I guess I was just stuck in the past.” 
 
    “I know it can still be hard, but maybe it’s time to move on?” I cringe as I say it. I feel horrible bringing this up; I don’t know what it is like. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. What colors?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What colors would you paint it?” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s your car, not mine.” 
 
    “And I’m asking for your opinion,” he barks, making me jump in fright and bringing my lustful side to life. 
 
    “Black and white, like your fighting colors,” I say quickly off the top of my head. 
 
    “Good choice,” he murmurs. 
 
    “Are you ready for your training?” I rush out, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    “Hell, yes.” His dimple appears with his megawatt smile. “This is the fight of my life, Katie. I’m going to be more than ready,” he states with pride and confidence. “They’ll have no choice but keep me for more fights.” 
 
    “Okay, easy there, big guy.” I laugh. “Just don’t forget about the little people when you are all big and famous,” I joke. 
 
    He turns extremely serious in a flash. “Never.” He shakes his head. “I will never forget about anyone in my life now who matters to me.” Thank God we are stopped at a light because his eyes are boring into me. 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, blinking up at him with wide blue eyes. 
 
    “And if my girl can get her sexy little butt there, I’ll be in heaven.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Chamberlain.” I look away and back at the road, ending that right there. He knows I’m trying. Yesterday, when I got home and at dinner, I tried to talk to my mother, but she wouldn’t budge on it. 
 
    “Maybe you should fake being sick. They won’t question you then,” he states in a flat tone as he pulls into a restaurant parking lot. 
 
    “It might come to that,” I add as he parks. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s eat and get back on the road.” He cuts the engine and helps me out of the truck from the driver’s side, never once letting go of my hand as we walk into the restaurant. 
 
    It’s a quiet, little restaurant with warm earth tone colors on the walls, furniture, and hardwood floors. “We seat ourselves.” Chamberlain tugs me to a booth and slides in next to me rather than across from me. 
 
    A waitress, no older than Zoey, walks up with two glasses of water and menus. She fumbles a bit when she gets a good look at Chamberlain. “Umm … .welcome to Benjamin’s.” She flushes deeply as Chamberlain and I regard her, more on Chamberlain’s part. 
 
    I huff and grab the menu to look through it. “Do you need a moment?” She fumbles again, but this time it is with her pen and paper. She’s far too busy batting her eyes at Chamberlain. 
 
    Hello? I’m right here. 
 
    “No.” Chamberlain snatches the menu from my hand and gives it back to her along with his. He didn’t even look at it. “We’ll have two orders of grilled chicken with barbecue sauce on the side and spinach salads, no dressing. Please.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She quickly writes everything down and runs off. 
 
    “I can’t figure out if she was taken with you or if you intimidated her,” I muse, tracing a random pattern on his hand. 
 
    Chamberlain simply shrugs it off and pulls me under his arm. “If you’re taken with me, then I’m good.” 
 
    “You know I am.” 
 
    I love you. 
 
    “Why do you want to train at your grandparents’ cabin?” 
 
    “I wanted to get away from Boston for a while and wanted some real alone time with you. I thought it was a perfect combination.” He’s being smug, and I love it. 
 
    “I’m okay with that.” I rest my head on the juncture of his arm and shoulder. “Why do you still have the cabin there? Why not sell it?” 
 
    “It’s the one place I’ve always gone to escape.” He takes a drink of water. “There are too many memories there; I don’t have the heart to sell it now or ever.” His voice is absolute, meaning the discussion is closed. 
 
    I look around the restaurant, and it is only us and one other couple at the other end. Our food gets to us quickly, and soon, I’m moaning and melting into the best chicken I’ve ever tasted. 
 
    “Will you stop that?” Chamberlain hisses as he stands up and slides into the seat across from me, throwing a scowl at me. “Jesus, woman.” He sits up making me giggle as he discreetly adjust himself. 
 
    “Sorry, but this is so good.” I take another bite, never taking my eyes off him. 
 
    “I can’t take you anywhere,” he states as he goes back to his own food, tucking his head down to try to hide his smile. 
 
    We finish our meal and get back on the road soon after. Chamberlain is more talkative when we hit the road again. We talk about how this fight will differ from the ones he participates in now; mainly, there are more rules. He talks about how he can get some great sponsors from professional fighting and make a good living from it. If he made it big, he would quit the garage. Even though he would miss it, he would need the time to focus on just training and fighting. 
 
    What concerns me most is he would have to travel everywhere for fights. I wouldn’t be able to go with him most of the time because of my classes. The same goes for Scott unless he decides to drop out. 
 
    Chamberlain asks me more about my schooling; what grade I would like to teach, what are my favorite subjects, and so on. I would prefer to teach younger kids, but I would take whatever I could get. 
 
    “Here we are,” Chamberlain announces as we pull up a short driveway to a tiny wood paneled cottage. “Don’t worry, there’s a bathroom,” he teases as he parks and jumps out. “It only has one bedroom.” He unlocks the door as I slide out of the truck and follow him. “I’ll bring everything in if you don’t mind unloading the coolers?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I glance around as I walk in. A chill hits me, and wrapping my arms around myself, I wander in farther. The kitchen, dining, and living rooms are all one big open space. There is a curtain closing off a room just by the door. I peek inside and see that it is the bathroom; all tile flooring with a showerhead and toilet with a drain in the middle of the floor and a raised edge to enter. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    The sink must be in the kitchen because I don’t find one in there. I turn back to the open space. Half of the living room area has a low ceiling with a ladder next to the far wall. I don’t see any bedroom doors anywhere. I smile as I walk over and look at all the pictures decorating it. Lots of a young couple - Chamberlain’s parents - him, and who I believe to be his grandparents when they were younger. 
 
    Scott had told me once after class that Chamberlain is a perfect blend of his parents when it comes to his attitude and mannerisms. Rocky was rough and tough while Marissa was gentle and loving. 
 
    “Here’s the food.” Chamberlain strides in, his biceps straining from the weight of both coolers in his arms. 
 
    “Aren’t you a muscle man?” I tease, making my way over to the small kitchen and openning the first cooler to unload it. 
 
    He flexes his arms, kisses me, and heads back out for our bags. “You know it, panda.” 
 
    I open the refrigerator to start unloading everything, at the same time trying to put a meal plan together for tonight. Chamberlain comes back in and climbs the ladder with our bags. He sets them down up there. “Where’s the bed?” I openly gawk at his jeans-encased behind. 
 
    “Up here.” He slides down the ladder and lands in front of me. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “That’s fine, as long as I sleep on the inside.” I walk back over to finish the food. “You know how I move a lot in my sleep.” 
 
    He cups himself and cringes just thinking about it. “Don’t remind me.” He heads back to the door. “I need to find a way to restrain your legs.” 
 
    “Have fun with that. They’ll just move as one then.” 
 
    He laughs. “I’m going to unload the gear I brought with us and then dig the rest out from the shed out back.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be out once I’m done in here.” I wave him off as I close one cooler and start with the other that holds the mostly dry goods. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    CHAMBERLAIN AND I walk alongside one another on a path that started behind the cottage. We finished dinner a while ago and decided to do some exploring before we called it a night. He had declared that my food was to die for and that I am to cook the rest of his meals forever. 
 
    We had shut off our phones after we sent messages to Fiona and Scott, letting them know we made it and have enjoyed the peace that only nature can bring. The air around us feels entirely different than it did back in Boston. I feel a little giddy about being here. He could have brought Scott up as well, someone to train with, but he decided to train on his own and spend the time with me. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here with me.” Chamberlain moves a branch out of my way, and I wait for him to take his hand since the trail has opened up. 
 
    “I’m glad to be here. We’ve had alone time, but this is different.” 
 
    “Cham-” 
 
    “Kat-” 
 
    We start to speak at the same time. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “No, I want to hear you first.” A quickly reply 
 
    I’ve seen that look in his eyes a few times already. I can’t really describe it, but it makes me feel something deep in my soul 
 
    Is he about to say it? 
 
    I’ve been waiting to finally tell Chamberlain how I really feel since he came to my house the other day. Every time I’m on the cusp of telling him, I chicken out. 
 
    He takes a deep breath and pulls to a stop under an aging tree. He slides down the trunk, taking me with him, and nestles me between his open legs. “I … you …” He scratches his head and closes his eyes. When he opens them again, I see a look of determination. “You’ve come to mean a great deal to me, Katie. I know it hasn’t been long, but … I can’t see myself without you. It scares the ever-loving shit out of me.” 
 
    That isn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but it warms my heart and body just the same. “I feel the same way, Chamberlain.” I cup his stubble-covered jaw. He pulls back, kisses my palm, and then returns his jaw back to my hold. “It makes me nervous because you are my first real boyfriend, the first real relationship I’ve ever been in and want to be in.” 
 
    I drop my hand and fall into his chest. “Why does it make you nervous?” 
 
    “That you’ll leave me, break me, find someone different, the list goes on.” I’m full of insecurities still. “Why does it scare you?” 
 
    “I’ve lost almost everyone I’ve ever cared about. What if something happens to you, too?” 
 
    We are pretty much scared for the same reasons. That should help me, but strangely, it doesn’t. “I think as long as we are honest with one another, we will be okay.” I try to convince myself of this as much as I do him. 
 
    “I agree. This week will be great for us.” 
 
    “It’s a nice first actual vacation for me.” I look up through the canopy of trees at the twilight sky. “I never went on trips to Europe or DC, or some other big city as a vacation. I never was given a chance to relax because we were ushered around everywhere on a schedule. I prefer this over any of that.” I cuddle into his chest and just listen to his even breathing. 
 
    “I’ve never really been on vacation either, other than coming here, that is,” Chamberlain muses as he runs a hand through my ponytail. “My parents could never afford something big and fancy, and when they were gone, I got too busy trying to keep my head above water to think about one.” 
 
    “So we are on our first real vacation together?” I smile to myself as I start to feel content and sleepy. “That’s wonderful.” I yawn. 
 
    “It is.” Chamberlain pushes me off his chest to reach into his backpack for my camera. He fiddles with it and points it toward us after he pulls me back to him. “Let’s always remember it.” He snaps a picture just as he claims my lips. He brushes a lighter kiss before pulling back and taking another picture of us smiling at one another. “Let’s get back. I know you’re getting tired.” 
 
    “Okay.” I yawn once more. 
 
    We get back just after dark, and after a brief shower, Chamberlain helps me climb the ladder and folds me into bed before he curls up behind to hold me close. “Good night, Katie.” 
 
    “Night.” I drift asleep, murmuring to myself how much I love him. 
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    THE SMELL OF bacon wakes me. I roll over to find Chamberlain’s side of the bed cold. 
 
    How long has he been up? 
 
    I stretch and continue to roll over to the ladder and climb down. Rubbing my eyes with the back of my right hand before putting my glasses on, and pulling down Chamberlain’s shirt, I yawn and find his back to me. 
 
    He’s shirtless, leaving him only in his boxer briefs and moving around by the stove getting our breakfast ready. “Hmmm … barefoot and in the kitchen,” I muse as I pad over to join him, wrapping my arms around his waist and kissing his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen.” He beams a smile in my direction and then sweeps me into his arms. “Good morning, gorgeous.” He plants a sound kiss on me, one that takes my breath away. 
 
    Wow! 
 
    “Good morning,” I say, surprised as he walks over and places me in one of the three chairs at the tiny table. “You’re in a really good mood this morning.” 
 
    “I should be.” He comes back over with our breakfast and sets mine down before he takes his seat. “I’m at my favorite place in the world, and I have the most beautiful woman in the world by my side.” I flush as I watch him cut his food. “How did you sleep?” His blue eyes are so clear this morning. I’m used to seeing them dark and clouded with thoughts, so this is so different. It’s as if a weight was lifted off him. 
 
    “Great, thank you.” I look up at the loft. “The bed is pretty comfortable considering it’s just a mattress on the floor.” 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t get too cold.” 
 
    “You’re a walking heater, Chamberlain. I never have to worry about being cold.” I giggle as I dig into my food while he gives me this over-the-top happy, slightly dopey smile. If he could wiggle his ears, I’m sure he would. “What are the plans after this?” 
 
    “We’ll start with a warm-up run and then come back so I can do my stuff and you can lift if you want.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I drink my milk. I love how he knows that I need my morning to start with a run. “I brought some homework, so I may do that too.” 
 
    “Geek.” 
 
    “And proud of it.” When we finish, we clean up and get ready for our run. Chamberlain leans against the wall by the bathroom as I put my contacts in before we head out to stretch. 
 
    “Why do you open your mouth when you do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I guess it helps pull my bottom lid down more.” I finish and close my case. “Ready!” Running my fingers through my ponytail, I follow him outside where we help one another with our deep stretches. 
 
    We take off down the surprisingly even dirt road and go for a good five miles. I’ve discovered that Chamberlain, like me, prefers to run in silence or with some music. We don’t talk the whole time, just focus on our breathing. I know he’s had to slow his stride down since my legs are shorter than his are, so I do my best to pick up my pace for him to get more of a run. He needs this more than I do right now. 
 
    It’s a nice morning for March weather. The air is a little brisk, making our breaths form steam as we exhale. We pass one other couple as we run down the road and no one on the way back. This is a nice change from running in a gym; the birds sing in the trees lining the road, and squirrels run around collecting food. 
 
    We get back to the cottage and stretch again. “I’m going to start my stuff, Katie.” Chamberlain nods over to the outdoor fitness center he set up yesterday. He has heavy ropes set up by the tree where a speed bag hangs off one thick branch and a heavy bag on another. There are free weights and a bench press by the cottage with a jump rope hanging on the side, and he has one of those giant truck tires in the middle of the yard. 
 
    “Okay.” I make my way over to the stereo he also set up and turn it on, cranking it up while Adele sings “Rolling in the Deep.” I set myself up with the twenty-pound free weights and do some lifting before I decide to go get my homework. I may like to exercise, but there is no way I could keep up with Chamberlain’s training. 
 
    I come back out with my books and two bottles of water - one for myself and the other for Chamberlain. “Here.” I hand him one as he sets down the ropes. 
 
    “Thanks.” He wipes his forehead with the front of his shirt before guzzling down half of the bottle. “You get enough of a workout?” 
 
    “With what you have here? Yes, I did. I’m going to sit and do some homework. And enjoy the warm sun.” I close my eyes and smile up toward the sky; it feels so good. I’m glad winter is finally retreating. 
 
    “Okay.” Grabbing my chin, he pulls me into a kiss. “When I’m done, I want to take you somewhere.” 
 
    “All right.” I try and fail to contain my lust; he needs to do his stuff right now. I can’t be distracting him. If he isn’t sore tonight, then I will make him all mine. 
 
    I start working on my paper that is due in a few weeks on a disorder of my own choice for my introduction to special education class when he starts on the speed bag. There is no better time than the present to get something done, especially when one’s boyfriend is in his own head, working out and focusing on his own goals. 
 
    I finished reading the book I need for my course the other night, so I flip it open to the quotes I want and start to write. I’ve always written everything out by hand before I type it. It takes twice as long, but then I only have to ever do one re-read to check for errors. 
 
    Halfway through my paper, I tap my pencil to my lips and glance up at Chamberlain. I really shouldn’t have. My eyes follow the line of the right side of his body as he bends to lift the tire. His abs tense up, and he strains to get his arms under the bottom of the tire. He rests his cheek on the side of it; his eyes are closed, but he is facing me. 
 
    My mouth drops open as my pencil falls to my notebook as Chamberlain lets out a mighty yell as he gets the tire up on its side and stops for a moment before dropping it onto the other side with a push. 
 
    He grunts as he rolls his head and shoulders while walking up to the tire to do it all over. I’m transfixed. He is a powerhouse of muscle with a charming and adorable personality who can also go alpha male like no other. 
 
    “Baby, you’d better finish your writing and quit looking at me like that.” He draws me out of my wonderment. “When I’m done, we are leaving.” He bends down once more. “Go get your swimsuit on.” He starts to lift again and repeats what he previously did. “Now, Katie,” he growls. I jump into action, collecting my things. There is no way I can focus on writing now. I head inside, change into my bikini, and then cover it up with shorts, shoes, and a shirt. It might be a little too cold to swim, but the cold water will probably feel wonderful on Chamberlain’s muscles. 
 
    I decide to make us lunch when Chamberlain finally comes in. “Pack it in my backpack.” He refills his water bottle and slams it down. 
 
    “Okay. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Bash Bish Falls.” He grabs the backpack once I have it filled, takes my hand, and we are gone. “Hope you’re up for a hike.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    “ALMOST THERE.” Chamberlain is ahead of me as we walk up the path. “I used to come here with my parents all the time. We can swim above the falls and then hike down to see them.” He reaches for my hand as we come to a stop. I’m surprised to see quite a few people already swimming here. The sight before me is beautiful, and so is the distant noise of the falls. 
 
    “You did a lot with your parents.” I smile, but I’m jealous. I wish I had memories like the ones he does. 
 
    “I did.” He pulls me over to a spot for us to set up our lunch. “We would go fishing and hiking anytime we were up here visiting my grandparents. My dad said it made up for the times when we were home and he had to work.” Chamberlain sits and hands me my sandwich as I take a seat next to him and look out at the water. 
 
    “And your mom? She didn’t fish?” 
 
    “Hated to. She would cook anything we brought home, but she couldn’t fish. She said she was too sweet, and the fish could taste it in the water, so they never bit her line.” 
 
    “I’m sure she was.” 
 
    “She would have loved you. Hell, all of them would have.” His gaze causes me to blush. 
 
    “What would have they thought?” I’m curious. 
 
    “Mom would have asked when you were going to get me to give her grandkids, and Dad would have hushed her with a kiss to make me think he was saving me, and then embarrass me even more by saying you need to make an honest man out of me.” 
 
    Grandkids? 
 
    Honest man out of him? 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I mean I’ve thought of and hoped for from time to time that my future will have Chamberlain in it permanently, but … 
 
    “It would have been great.” He turns somber, turning his focus to his sandwich. “So how did you get into ballet?” 
 
    “It was something my parents forced on me. They thought it would make me a mindless drone to obey them.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s the only time I feel free to be myself. I love to dance. It always helped because they thought I was pretty good at it, so they let me keep it up and soon quit watching me altogether. Then they got mad when I decided to set up my own dance class at the center.” 
 
    “Why would they be pissed?” 
 
    “Because it was beneath me. My mother was furious, but once my father convinced her it would be good for my image in the long run, they left me alone again. It doesn’t stop her and Zoey from giving me a hard time about it, though. I don’t see why they nitpick at me. Zoey has started and given up on almost every activity my mother approves of.” 
 
    I hug my legs and rest my chin on my knees. I wish they would just forget about me. “Where did you learn to cook?” I turn my head so my cheek is on my knee now. Chamberlain is patting his stomach after swallowing the last of his sandwich. 
 
    “Where do you think?” I hand him the rest of my sandwich, since I made it too big. “Fiona taught me everything I know, pretty much.” 
 
    “She’s an amazing lady?” Chamberlain wonders. 
 
    “The best. She always made me feel wanted and cherished. She taught me to sew and well … everything else growing up. She’s always been more of a mother to me than my real one.” 
 
    “If she cooks as good as you do, I may have to steal her after I go pro for my own cook,” he teases. 
 
    “She’d probably take you up on that in a heartbeat. She hates working for my parents. The only reason she stays is because of me.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll be with me, so she can come too.” 
 
    What? 
 
    He sounds set on this, so certain. I still need and want to do my schooling. Chamberlain stands and pulls his shirt over his head as he kicks out of his shoes and socks. “Let’s go for a swim.” He reaches down for my hand. I stand and remove my clothes. “Damn, I’m one lucky man.” Once my shirt is over my head, I find Chamberlain running his hungry, predatory eyes up and down my exposed body. 
 
    I throw my shirt at him and then untie my shoes, remove my socks, and slide my shorts down. 
 
    “Fuck, yes. I’m lucky.” He groans when I bend over and fold my clothes up. “And in black and white. Perfect.” He scoops me up and takes us down to the water. I love being in his arms. I love knowing that I’m small enough for him to carry around with ease. It has helped to eliminate the doubts about my body that my mother has put in my head. 
 
    Sunday, after I left his apartment, I had gone shopping and bought myself a new swimsuit. I looked through dozens of different colors and styles until I found and fell in love with a black and white bikini that looks like a referee’s shirt. The bottoms are more like an ultra-mini skirt; it makes me feel scandalous and sexy for him. 
 
    “Chamberlain!” I squeal with delight as he bounds into the cool water. “That’s so cold!” I cling to him as he takes us deeper, laughing at me as he goes. 
 
    “It feels great on my muscles,” he says as he dunks us under the water, taking my breath away. We come back up, and I fix my hold around his neck, pulling him closer to me so I can steal his body heat. I have goose bumps all over my body, even in places I never knew could. 
 
    “Not to m-m-me, k-k-keep me w-wa-warm.” I shiver. 
 
    He laughs again. “That’s because you’re almost too tiny, panda. We need to get some meat on your bones,” he jokes, but he has no clue how much I love the idea. “Maybe a little more muscle too.” He lightly pinches one of my triceps and kisses my bicep. 
 
    “Gladly.” My body starts to warm up being so close to him. 
 
    “If we were alone, I’d have my way with you.” His lips ghost across my cheek to my ear. “But there are too many people around, and I don’t want anyone else to see your bedroom eyes.” 
 
    I drop my legs from around his waist to save us both the embarrassment and swim around to his back and lay there as he swims around. We swim for a good hour before we decide to get out and walk down to see the actual falls. 
 
    “Hey, mista.” Chamberlain is tugging on his shirt when a little boy tugs on his shorts. “Are you a soaperhero?” I gush at the little boy as he looks up with wide brown eyes at Chamberlain. 
 
    “I’m not. Why do you ask?” Chamberlain drops down to his knees. He glances behind the boy at his parents and little sister with a nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “‘cuse you have big mustcles.” I giggle at his answer. His father is also laughing while his mother blushes. The little girl is hiding behind her mother’s leg. I tilt my head with a smile and wave at her, but she ducks away. 
 
    “I’m not a superhero. I work at a garage, and I’m training to become a professional boxer,” Chamberlain calmly explains. His tone is so gentle that it reminds me of the softest blanket I have back home. 
 
    “So you can beat up bad guys?” The boy looks confused. 
 
    “No, it’s a sport. I fight someone else who is also a fighter.” I knew Chamberlain had a very caring and nurturing side, but I’m seeing him in a whole new light; another layer has just been peeled back. My cheeks start to ache from the smile on my face. 
 
    Chamberlain stands back up when the little boy runs back to his family and walks away with a, “Thank you,” from the father. 
 
    “Re … what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I shake my head and take his hand after his backpack is on. “Let’s go.” We walk quite a ways and the sound of the falls is getting louder when I ask Chamberlain a question that has been eating at me. “Where will you call home when you go pro?” Surely, he won’t keep the apartment, since Scott will more than likely be going with him. If I had to guess, I would say his grandparents’ cottage, but there isn’t a whole lot of space to call home. 
 
    “I haven’t really thought about it. I want to buy a place, but I want to find the right one and then go from there.” 
 
    Right one what? 
 
    Is he talking about the right woman or the right home to buy? “I know I’ll be traveling a lot for a while, so I’ll probably just save up money until I become more settled. I do want some place big enough for a giant home gym and the opportunity to put apartments in for the staff that I will eventually have.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” My gaze drops to the ground and then back up as the falls come into view. “Wow.” It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen a waterfall before. The Bash Bish Falls are beautiful. Two falls coming down to form one pool of water. There is a giant rock between the two of them, jutting out of the rock wall. “This is … amazing.” I let go of Chamberlain’s hand and walk closer. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” He joins me by climbing on top of a big rock, the closest to the falls.  I close my eyes and lay my head back. My worries and concerns drift away like they are being rinsed off me, even if only for a few brief moments. 
 
    Chamberlain remains quiet beside me. I don’t know what is going in his mind, and, at the moment I really don’t care. I’m living right now, happy and content with him. I won’t worry about the future from now on. Just enjoy the ride. 
 
    “You look so serene.” Passion laces his voice. 
 
    “I feel it. Thank you for bringing me here.” My head tilts to rest on his shoulder after he takes his backpack off. He fishes my camera out. 
 
    “Turn around.” He comes up behind me and points the camera at us. “Give me a beautiful smile, baby,” he whispers in my ear just before snapping a picture. He turns me quickly and kisses me, snapping another. “Now my camera.” He quickly drops down to grab his smaller camera and snaps a couple of pictures of us as he tickles me and makes me laugh. 
 
    Reluctantly, we leave after sitting and enjoying the sounds of nature for a half an hour. When we reach the truck, I fall into my seat as Chamberlain starts it. “Have fun?” 
 
    “It was wonderful.” I smile up at him from where I’m at on the seat. 
 
    “We’ll go again, someday,” he promises as he backs out of the shaded parking spot. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    “Oh, Katie. I would have you hold anything to me, including that sexy little body of yours.” His gaze instantly ignites my need; my core clenches and my once dried bikini bottoms are now damp. 
 
    Oh, how I love those predator eyes of his. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    CHAMBERLAIN ATTEMPTS TO be a gentleman by opening my door when we get back to the cottage. I, however, do not intend to act like a lady and get out nicely. Instead, I launch myself out of the cab and into his arms, quickly sealing our lips together before he can object. My fingers are in their favorite place, fisting in his hair. It isn’t terribly long, just enough that it surrounds each finger when my hands are there. 
 
    I pull back, breathing heavily. “I love you with a little hair.” I pull him to me again, consumed with desire. 
 
    “Damn, Katie.” He fumbles to get the door of the cabin unlocked while I move down to his neck. He manages to get us in while kicking off his shoes and getting us into the bathroom area. 
 
    My mouth falls open and my eyes hood when he slams me against the wall next to the showerhead. He peels my hands off him and raises them up above my head, forcing my heaving chest to stick out and my legs to lock around him. His palms slide down my inner arms to my breasts where he cups and lifts them, placing gentle bites on each before his hands move down. 
 
    I whimper and grind my lower half against him. I’m hungry for him, completely consumed. Using his hips to keep me pinned against the wall and with my legs now hanging around his waist, Chamberlain skillfully undoes the fly of his shorts, grabs a condom from his pocket, and removes both his shorts and boxer briefs in one swift move. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I groan, and he turns his upper body to start the shower. I can’t take this. I’m a throbbing ball of furious need for him. Hooded and hungry , his blue eyes return to mine. He ever so slowly runs the back of his hand down my cheek to my neck and slowly down the rest of my body until he reaches the hem of my shirt. He quickly removes it and my shorts; my feet never touch the ground. 
 
    “You are so fucking beautiful, Katie.” His gaze leaves a path of flames where his eyes roam over my body. The steam of the shower starts to rise, and it doesn’t affect my body at all. I barely feel any other heat than his body heat. My nipples ache through my bikini top while Chamberlain’s massive hands come back down to cover each of my breasts. 
 
    My hands have not moved from the spot where he put them, and I know now that he will come back up with at least one hand to keep them there. Chamberlain’s breathing grows heavy, making his shoulders rise and fall with hurried ease as he runs his hands up my breasts, to under my arms, and around the back of my shoulder to grab the strings of my top. With one hand, he undoes the one around my neck, while the other hand does the same with the one around my back as he places soft, wet kisses and light bites on my neck. 
 
    My eyes flutter shut as my head drops to the left, giving him unbridled access to the right side of my neck. When the knots are undone, Chamberlain’s left hand goes back up to grab both of mine, while its partner throws my top somewhere behind us. 
 
    His right hand returns to my body and moves in sync with his lips as the skirt of my bikini bottoms are moved aside. “Yes.” He hisses just below my ear. His fingers skim across my folds before sliding up to tease my clit. 
 
    “Ah!” I wriggle and grind against his hand as a frustrated moan rips from my throat. Somehow, I manage to kick off my shoes and peel my socks off before they got soaked, leaving me only in my bottoms. “Chamberlain.” His name escapes my lips when one of my hands is freed, and I slide it into his hair. He is lightly teasing me, never quite sinking his fingers into where I want him. 
 
    I feel him grin against my skin. “What’s the matter, Katie?” He grinds his erection against my core as his finger applies more pressure to my clit. 
 
    “Oww!” I slam my head back, hitting it on the tiled wall, but it doesn’t faze me. “Please,” I plead, pushing our joined lower bodies away from the wall. My hand above my head and my upper back are all that is keeping me upright. “Please, Chamberlain.” 
 
    He places me on my feet, giving into me. “With pleasure.” He kneels in front of me, swiftly removing my bottoms and standing to put the condom on. “Come here,” he directs me with the curl of his finger as he steps backward under the spray of the shower. 
 
    Licking my lips, I manage to reach him on shaky, adrenaline-rushed legs. I peruse his rugged and sexy muscles that form an amazing V, and place both my palms on him. Chamberlain’s body jerks as my hands move up his abs to his chest, and they separate when I reach his shoulders to round them and bring them back together at the base of his neck. I bring him to me. 
 
    I push my tongue through our linked lips into his mouth, wrapping it around his tongue ring, which earns me a deep throaty groan. He palms my bottom before he slides his hands down to my thighs and effortlessly lifts me, resting my open thighs on his hips and my dripping core over him. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful,” he muses as he breaks our kiss. “You ready for this? It’s going to be rough.” He leans down to search my eyes, and I gently nod. 
 
    He keeps one hand on me while the other guides him into me before quickly thrusting up. My whole body flies up, and my head falls back. “Oh!” He returns his hand to my side as he leaves me for just a moment to adjust. 
 
    When I tighten my muscles around him, he starts an unrelenting pace that steals my breath and makes my fingers tighten their grip in his hair. I start to make all sorts of animalistic sounds as he continues. 
 
    His back rests against the wall as he drives into me; his eyes never break from my face. His thumb comes between us and presses the pad against my clit. 
 
    “Chamberlain!” I fist my hands and raise up against him, arching so my breasts come closer to his mouth, silently begging him to take them. I need him to take them. His hot mouth consumes my right nipple. I shiver deliciously as the ball of his tongue ring hits my aching peak. 
 
    He is manifesting pleasure on every part of my body with skill. My climax is close. “Come for me, baby,” he growls into my chest, catapulting me into a euphoric spiral of pleasure. Chamberlain’s pressure doesn’t ease as I come back into focus and only build up again. 
 
    He releases my nipple with a pop and throws his head back as he makes the most primal noise I have ever heard. He slows and focuses on me again. I still, while continuing to hold onto him, giving him an odd look. “Are … you … okay?” I try to catch my breath. 
 
    Is he done? 
 
    That wasn’t as much as I thought he would give today. Shaking his head, he shuts off the shower and reaches for a towel, never once breaking our most intimate contact. He dries us, drops the towel, and carries me toward the ladder. With every bounce of his feet hitting the floor, my grip strengthens, and I moan. 
 
    I yelp and make sure I’m holding him tightly when he starts to climb the ladder with us still joined. 
 
    What in the world? 
 
    He gets to the top and somehow manages to sit on the bed, leaving me on top of him. “I’m great, Katie.” He runs his hands over my cheeks, pushing some loose tendrils of wet hair off my face. He cups the back of my neck and passionately devours my mouth. 
 
    He breaks the kiss and falls back on the bed, holding me so I stay upright. “Ride me,” he gently commands, rocking his hips up into me and causing a rush of air to leave my lungs. “Come on, I want to watch this little body bounce, Katie. I’m close,” he states as he rocks up again me, faster this time. I lean forward to brace myself on his abs as my mouth forms an O. 
 
    I start to move, but it doesn’t feel right. Normally, Chamberlain is on top and likes to have the control and power. It feels stimulating for me to have it. “Rock back and forth, Katie,” he quietly instructs. 
 
    Maybe I won’t get all the power. 
 
    I get into a groove of rocking back and forth against him, never breaking eye contact with him, even when his eyes roll back, and his mouth falls open. “Fuck, yes,” he hisses as he grabs my hips and jerks up against me as I come closer to him. His steely shaft is rubbing just … the … right … way … against … my … clit. 
 
    “Oh, Chamberlain,” I whimper as I continue. This way feels so … good. I join him by closing my eyes as my climax comes again; slower, sweeter this time. I tighten my inner muscles around him causing his whole lower body to jerk off the bed and bury into me. His body convulses as he shouts his own release, and I keep up my pace until I collapse onto his chest. 
 
    I cuddle into his damp chest and kiss his heart. “This is my favorite spot,” I murmur as my breathing evens out, becoming in tune with his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    “BREAK TIME!’ Chamberlain hoists me over his shoulder and strides into the cottage, making me giggle. “What’s for lunch, woman?” He slaps my bottom as he places me back down in the kitchen. 
 
    “I don’t know. What are you making me?” I tease, leaning against the counter and beaming up at him. Last night was amazing. I never thought it was physically possible for any person to go as long as he did. Five times! I’m shocked but thoroughly satisfied. Then we went to sleep with nothing between us - not a stitch of clothing just blankets and his big arms. 
 
    “Very funny.” He kisses my nose and fills our water bottles. 
 
    “Oh, fine.” I slap his bottom as I go to the fridge to get some cold, shredded chicken to make us sandwiches. “I don’t want to go back tomorrow,” I whine as I make his three sandwiches and my one. 
 
    Here, it feels like I have no worries, no parents to attempt to control me, and no women trying to steal Chamberlain from me. This week has been pure bliss. I wake in his arms every morning, work out and run with him, we go on adventures, and then I fall asleep with him after we make love. 
 
    Life is perfect here. 
 
    “Me either, but I need real gym time too.” He comes up and hugs me to him while watching. I lift my finger for him to lick the mustard off. “Besides, you have school to finish.” 
 
    “I know,” I grumble. The last couple of days, I’ve been thinking more and more about what I’m going to do with my schooling while he travels. And I’ve decided I’m going to see if I can do everything online so I can be with him everywhere. I just need to talk to him about it. 
 
    I place his sandwiches before him and am about to bring the subject up when a car horn blares outside. “Are you expecting someone?” I look out the window, but I don’t see anything. 
 
    “No.” Chamberlain frowns and heads for the door. He smiles as he opens it and walks out. It must be Scott, but why would he come up for just the day. It makes no sense. Grabbing my sandwich, I head for the door and stop in the threshold with my sandwich suspended in midair as I see Chamberlain scoop Gwen up and hug her, laughing. 
 
    What is she doing here? 
 
    Chamberlain said it was just supposed to be the two of us. 
 
    “Hi, K.C.” She waves at me as he grabs her bag from her car and follows Chamberlain up to the door. 
 
    “Hi,” I mutter as I angrily stuff my sandwich into my mouth and walk back inside to sit at the table and eat a yogurt. 
 
    She sets her stuff on the small couch by the fireplace and moves around like she is familiar with everything. 
 
    She probably is. 
 
    “So…” Chamberlain pulls a shirt over his head and gives Gwen a bewildered look. 
 
    Please ask why she’s here. 
 
    I silently beg as I continue to eat. 
 
    “What brought you up here? We were coming home tomorrow.” He comes over, lifts me, and then sits in my spot, effectively pulling me onto his lap. He then steals a bite of my yogurt, never taking his eyes off Gwen. 
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    I feel like an intruder, especially looking over at her and how she watches him. I get up to leave, but Chamberlain’s hands hold me to him. 
 
    Gwen looks around and then walks over to the seat opposite us. “Well, I thought you could use some help with your training.” She sounds guilty and uneasy. She very well should! Chamberlain had told me this week was just for the two of us and for him to focus on training without any interruptions. 
 
    “That wasn’t necessary.” Chamberlain takes another bite of my yogurt. I feel a little better now, but it is short-lived. “But since you’re here, I could use a sparring partner and a spotter for the rest of the day.” 
 
    What? 
 
    That stings a little. He never once said anything about needing help. I may not be much help, but I would do it gladly. I get up this time, abandoning my yogurt to Chamberlain. 
 
    “I’m going to finish my paper,” I say to no one in particular. I grab my stuff and head outside to sit in the sun. I try half-heartedly to work on my paper, but hearing them laugh and joke around before coming outside distracts me. 
 
    “You wanna start with some sparring?” Gwen asks as she moves into the last open part of the yard, right in front of me. She peels her shirt off, leaving her in tiny shorts and her sports bra. She bounces around with warm-ups before going into a guarded boxer shuffle. 
 
    “Why not?” Chamberlain does his own stretching and then joins her. I focus on my paper, only getting a couple of lines written before my focus goes back to them. Gwen has no problem getting up close with Chamberlain, especially with me sitting here watching. 
 
    Disgusted, I close my notebook in my textbook with my pencil and storm inside. I grab my water bottle and camera. “I’m going for a walk,” I say over my shoulder to them, not sure if they heard me or not. I take off in the direction Chamberlain and I walked the first night here. 
 
    I do my best to not even think. I try to just relax and enjoy the sounds of the birds and the breeze passing through the trees. I stop to snap a few pictures here and there before continuing on my way. I really like it here. I’ve never spent any time in the woods before, but I can see the appeal for it now that I have. It is peaceful and quiet compared to the city. Maybe once I get my degree and find a job, I’ll save up to go on yearly trips during the summer to different mountain ranges in the US and explore. That sounds like fun. 
 
    Soon, I reach the spot where Chamberlain and I had stopped. I take a seat against the trunk of the tree and close my eyes. My life has not taken the route I always thought I would get. I grin at the memory of finally standing up to my parents and fighting them. I’m proud of myself. I don’t want the life they wanted for me. That isn’t me. 
 
    And now, I’m getting a chance to really find out who K.C. Cunningham is. I feel more confident in myself and in my ability to make my own decisions. 
 
    Eventually, my parents will find out about my classes. I wonder what they will do to me when they do. I really hope they don’t try to blackball me with the university to prevent me from finishing my degree. 
 
    I’m doubtful since if they did that to me, it would come back on them. The best things they can do for me is forget I’m even their daughter and focus on Zoey. She’s what they want, not me. I’ve come to accept that in life. When I was younger, I did my best to get my parents’ attention. But then, it never worked, and it hurt. Asserting my independence and finding Chamberlain have helped. 
 
    I shake my head and lay back against the tree, finding it surprisingly comfortable. 
 
    Chamberlain. 
 
    He’s completely changed my view of love. I never really believed in it when it came to couples. I knew of the love that Fiona held for me, but I never saw it through my parents. They are an obligation to one another; I don’t think they have ever really been in love. Through their marriage, the family gained the prestige that came with my mother while she gained the money that came with my father. 
 
    That would have been the same for Timothy and myself. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    I’m glad that falls on Zoey now. Chamberlain makes me happy, most of the time. Then there are times, like right now, when I feel like I don’t fit in. I wish I had at least one close friend outside of Fiona who I could talk to, but then again, I’ve grown so used to talking and thinking to myself that I don’t know how I would handle another person in my thoughts all the time. 
 
    I let out a small sigh that forms a yawn. Suddenly, I feel really tired. I nestle down further into my seat and wrap my arms around myself. I wonder if it will always be this way with Chamberlain, or if things would change if I just got the courage to tell him how I feel, how I love him. As I drift off to sleep, a small smile plays on my face at the thought of him saying ‘I love you’ to me. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    “SHIT! HERE SHE IS!” Chamberlain’s booming voice pulls me from my dreamless sleep. Gingerly, I open my eyes to find it dark out and a light coming toward me quickly. “Fuck, Katie.” Chamberlain crouches down next to me, checking for injuries, and then lifts me into his arms, drawing my head to his shoulder. 
 
    “I fell asleep,” I whisper, still extremely tired. 
 
    “You had me worried, panda.” He kisses my forehead and takes off toward another light. Gwen. She has her arms crossed, looking angrily at me, but lays a blanket over me in Chamberlain’s arms. 
 
    “Don’t worry us like that, lady,” she scolds me, making me feel like a child. Instantly, I wish I was still asleep. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whisper as I cover myself. We all remain quiet on the walk back to the cottage. And when we arrive, Gwen stays outside while Chamberlain takes it upon himself to change me and put me to bed. 
 
    “Get some sleep, Katie.” He kisses my forehead again and then disappears back down the ladder. I roll over and try to go back to sleep, but it eludes me when I hear Gwen walk in. 
 
    “She asleep?” she first whispers. Chamberlain must have nodded or something because she starts talking louder. “What the fuck was she thinking?” 
 
    I hear a frustrated breath. “I don’t know. She shuts down every once in a while on me.” A thud follows after a chair is pulled out. 
 
    “Why are you with her if she frustrates you like this?” Gwen coos to Chamberlain. 
 
    Freaking coos! 
 
    It makes my skin prickle. Chamberlain doesn’t answer her, which hurts more than words. “She comes off as a little ice queen or rich bitch, C.” Gwen doesn’t hide the disgust in her voice, yet Chamberlain still doesn’t answer her, but his face must say something. “Listen, do what you want, but I don’t like her. She may seem nice, but that’s what they all do.” 
 
    All who? 
 
    All women who aren’t her? Because she is so much better for Chamberlain than I am? 
 
    The tears start to fall. I pull the pillow over my head to stop the sobbing and to block my ears from hearing anymore. His silence speaks volumes to me. There is nothing between us anymore - he’s had his fun, and he’s done. For the first time in a long time, I can’t wait to get home. 
 
    This week has ended horribly and was a lie. I’m not sure how long it takes me to calm my tears. I’m almost asleep when Chamberlain comes up the ladder and gets into bed with me. I do my best not to melt into his embrace like my body wants. I’m hurting and don’t want the person who can both make the hurting go away and make it worse touching me. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    THE NEXT DAY, I say very little as breakfast is eaten, and I decline the offer to go for a run with them. I don’t want to. Instead, I go over to the heavy bag still hanging and start to hit it like Chamberlain showed me. It is the last thing Chamberlain has to put away before we leave after lunch. It feels good to take my frustration out on something as my fists continually slam into the bag.  
 
    I had already packed my bags and put them in the truck before breakfast was finished, and I’m grateful I packed my MP3 player. I can never think while I listen to music, so it is a welcome distraction, along with the pain in my knuckles as I hit harder and harder. 
 
    My breathing starts to grow labored, and my muscles start to ache as I let out a gut-wrenching cry as I throw my whole body behind my fists until the point that I collapse to the ground crying. “Bad as It Gets” by Jewel sings to me through my earbuds, causing the sobs to get worse. I rip them from my ears, toss them on the ground at my knees, and bury my face in my hands to let out a muffled scream. I suck in short breaths and try to completely stop when I hear Chamberlain and Gwen, mainly Gwen, talking as they come running back. 
 
    I push myself up and run into the cottage to wash my face and calm down before they see me. They stay outside; stretching and finishing their waters before Chamberlain comes in. I have managed to get composed myself the best I can. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” He comes up and wraps his arms around me. “You have a good workout?” He looks me over, taking my appearance in as a hard workout rather than from tears. I nod and break our contact to grab my own water. 
 
    I don’t wait to see if we are all going to take turns with the shower. Silently, I gather my things and enclose myself in the bathroom and shower just as quietly. Once I’m done, Gwen goes, and Chamberlain follows after her once he has loaded our things into the truck. 
 
    “I’m hitting the road.” Gwen skips into the cabin to grab her bag and blows a kiss in our direction. “See you two back in Boston.” She’s gone, finally. 
 
    She won’t be seeing me again. 
 
    “Ready to hit the road too?” Chamberlain watches me warily. 
 
    I give him a weak smile with another nod. I will miss it here; I will miss our time alone together here. “I’ll get my bag and put the heavy bag away, and then we will head out if you want to make us some lunch and pack up the food.” 
 
    “Will do,” I say quietly, as my voice comes back to normal. I do my task and quickly make us sandwiches before packing the rest up into one cooler. 
 
    “Looks like it is going to rain.” Chamberlain comes back in and spots the empty cooler. “I’m going to put our bags in here so they stay dry.” 
 
    “All right.” I remain soft and quiet. I help him take things out and get in while he closes up. I dig out my tablet and start reading, not feeling like talking. Everything feels off right now, and I don’t know if I can talk to him with dry eyes. 
 
    “What do you remember from the other night?” he asks, worriedly, as he pulls us onto the road. 
 
    “What night?” 
 
    “Wednesday,” he states. The day we got back from the falls. 
 
    “Everything, why?” 
 
    Where is he going with this? 
 
    “Do you remember saying anything to me before you went to sleep?” His voice is hopeful. 
 
    My frown deepens. I don’t remember saying anything. “No, why? Did I say something stupid?” I tilt my head to him. 
 
    The ghost of a smile that was starting to play on his face falls. “Nothing, never mind,” he mutters and doesn’t go on. 
 
    What is going on? 
 
    Confused, I go back to my book. It isn’t until we are almost to Boston when Chamberlain finally breaks the silence between us. “What is going on, Katie?” He is annoyed. I look up from my tablet to him and find his knuckles turning white from gripping the steering wheel too tightly. His brows are creased while the vein pops out of the side of his head, throbbing. 
 
    “Well?” he barks, making me flinch. He sighs. “Sorry.” Muttering, he glances at me quickly and then back at the road. 
 
    Here we go. 
 
    “I’m just a little upset that Gwen showed up. I thought it was supposed to be the two of us all week.” My voice is small, and I do nothing to mask the hurt in it. 
 
    I glare at him when he has the audacity to laugh at me. “Katie, you’re being stupid.” 
 
    Excuse me! 
 
    “Gwen just came up to help me out so quit being so paranoid.” 
 
    My mouth gapes at him. 
 
    How dare he! 
 
    I feel extremely hurt now. I curl up into myself and tuck my head down. I can’t believe he just called me stupid and paranoid. “You could have asked me for help. I know I don’t know everything, but I would try,” I whisper, trying to keep my tears at bay. 
 
    “It’s just better if I have someone who knows how to help me, Katie. Sorry, but it’s the truth.” He doesn’t sound sorry. “Besides, Gwen needs to get away every once in a while too.” 
 
    So that makes it okay for her to come to us? I don’t think so. I know she doesn’t like me; maybe coming to the cottage was her way to try to break us up. Well, it’s working. “There are other places she could go,” I mutter more to myself. 
 
    “Chill out, Katie,” Chamberlain barks again, and this time I can’t keep hold of my tears. I look out the window as more buildings come into view. I’m done talking, so I cry in silence. I pray he doesn’t hear me. 
 
    Silence and time drag on, but we finally reach my house. Chamberlain barely gets the truck into park when I’m out and going around the back to get my bags. As I’m hoisting them out of the cooler, Chamberlain comes back to help me. He doesn’t look any different even after seeing my tears. 
 
    “Don’t!” I jerk away from him as he tries to help me. “I don’t need any help.” I needed his help last night by standing up to Gwen, but I guess we don’t share the same feelings as I thought we might. 
 
    Juggling my bags in my hands, I rush toward the door. 
 
    “KATIE!” Chamberlain shouts behind me, following, but I get to the door quickly and slam it behind me. I can hear him on the other side, but I can’t compose myself anymore. I drop to the floor with a thud and start bawling my eyes out. Loud, unfiltered cries come ripping from my mouth as my eyes unleash a floodgate of tears. I don’t care if he can hear me. He should know how hurt I am right now. 
 
    I cry even harder when I hear the truck leave. 
 
    That’s it? 
 
    Are we done? 
 
    I hug myself, trying to rein in my sobs, but it’s no use. I cry until I have nothing left in me, leaving me empty and dehydrated. 
 
    “What in the world?” Fiona rushes over to me after she climbs the stairs from her apartment. She drops to her knees and wraps her arms around me. “What is going on, baby doll?” She coos the question as she runs a hand up and down my back, rocking me back and forth. 
 
    I’m starting to gasp for air, hyperventilating because no tears will come. 
 
    This is what heartbreak looks like. 
 
    “Hush now.” She shushes. “It’s okay, K.C.” Her soft voice starts to calm me, and once I am able to stabilize my breathing, she looks at me. “Let’s get you down to my couch, and I’ll make you a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Okay.” My voice is hoarse from crying. I get up on unsteady feet and drag myself down the stairs, collapsing on Fiona’s couch and pulling her afghan over me. “Your Love is My Drug” plays from my phone in my bag, but I ignore it as it continues to ring several times in a row. 
 
    “Would you like me to answer?” Fiona comes downstairs with my other bags and a cup of steaming tea. 
 
    “No.” I sit up and graciously take the tea. “I’ll just shut it off.” 
 
    “You stay put. I’ll do it.” Fiona pins me with a look that keeps me seated and grabs my bag from the floor. I look down at my tea and sigh. I feel forlorn and completely empty. 
 
    This is horrible. 
 
    “Want to tell me what is going on?” 
 
    I tell Fiona about the wonderful week I had with Chamberlain and how it came to a screeching halt when Gwen arrived. I told her about how they are with one another and what was said last night when they both thought I was asleep. Surprisingly, no more tears fall. I think I’m out of them. 
 
    Fiona sits and listens in her armchair, nodding every once in a while, and stays focused on me. When I’m finished, she stands and comes to sit next to me. She gestures for me to lay my head on her lap, much as I did when I was a little girl and didn’t feel good. She runs a warm hand up and down the side of my face. 
 
    “Take the weekend to think everything through about your relationship, K.C. I know you love Chamberlain, but he is your first, well, everything. It doesn’t mean that he is your forever…” 
 
    “But you said we had a ‘fightin’ love.’” 
 
    “I know I did, but maybe Chamberlain isn’t who I thought he was. Take the weekend, baby doll, and go from there. One day at a time.” She kisses my temple, continuing to stroke my face, and starts humming to me. Slowly, my eyes grow heavy, and I succumb to sleep. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    I’M ANXIOUS AND annoyed as I start my ballet class this morning. I spent the weekend thinking through my relationship with Chamberlain. How he makes me feel and really how I have changed since dating him. 
 
    Do I really want to give it up? No, no, I don’t. I just need to find a way to tell him how I feel without getting my heart broken. But Chamberlain also needs to understand that Gwen isn’t a part of our relationship and deal with it. I want to like her but knowing that she doesn’t like me makes it difficult. 
 
    And if Chamberlain is done with me, whatever, I will get over that and move on, eventually. I left my phone off all weekend, so when I turned it on this morning, I had around fifty voicemails and well over one hundred text messages - all from Chamberlain. I went through the text messages while I ate breakfast and listened to the voicemails on my way to the center. Both were pleading me for forgiveness and that he was sorry. The last few voicemails sounded like he was actually crying. 
 
    My hopes of seeing him were dashed when he never came into the workout room while I was there doing my thing. The last of his messages were dated yesterday morning, so maybe it finally hit him that I didn’t want to talk and that makes me ache. I needed space, but I don’t want to leave him. Everything has been so intense between us from the start, and I feel rushed at times. But being in his arms is where I want to be. 
 
    Now, that brings me back to my class, who are lively for a Monday morning while I fall into a little bit of a depression. The girls are getting ready for our first ever recital. We are holding it at the end of May here at the center. The girls and I had sat down and decided to do Cinderella for their first performance. The older girls in my night class agreed with it. 
 
    I walk around the room and aid whichever girl needs it and then go back to the front to dance with them while giving instructions. I really wish I had at least one little boy interested in joining. The side door opens and closes. I just ignore it because parents come and go all the time. But when the girls stop and start giggling, I frown and find Chamberlain standing in the door. 
 
    He looks horrible. His usually sexy stubble is growing into a beard. His hair has grown a little more, leaving it looking disheveled like he ran his hands through it one too many times, and his deep blue eyes are dull and tired. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I hiss my question. I don’t care how he looks. He knows better than to stop my class. 
 
    “Forgive me, please, Katie.” His voice is forlorn and absolutely hoarse. 
 
    “Stop,” I plead as he advances toward me. 
 
    Please no. 
 
    Not in a room filled with little girls and their parents watching outside. “Chamberlain, can we please talk afterward?” 
 
    “Please, Katie. Forgive me.” He slowly comes toward me, as my eyes grow bigger. 
 
    Why is he doing this now? 
 
    “Chamberlain, afterward please.” My voice cracks from the anger starting to boil. I don’t need drama in this room right now. 
 
    “Ms. Cunningham?” I look at one of my girls; one who I know has a crush on Chamberlain. “Maybe just listen to what he has to say.” She smiles at me. 
 
    How can I say no to that? 
 
    Wait a minute. I shoot my eyes back to Chamberlain. That is his plan? Using my students to get me to forgive him? I clench my fists at my sides. I was all about forgiving him before he pulled this stunt. 
 
    “Katie.” Chamberlain drops to his knees in front of me and makes a grab for my hands. He manages to trap one, but I pull the other up to my chest and stare down at him. 
 
    “Get up,” I hiss quietly under the music, so the girls don’t hear. 
 
    “Not until you accept my apology.” He begs. “Please forgive me, baby. I was an as … jerk. I shouldn’t have said what I did.” His eyes are as pleading as his words. I stare at him for a beat. I do want to forgive him for what he is apologizing for, but he is going to have to do it again for making a scene here. 
 
    “Forgive him, Ms. Cunningham.” Several of the girls plead with me. 
 
    Oh, he’s paying for this. 
 
    I glare down at him, which makes him flinch. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “Yes, you are forgiven for what you said, but not for this.” I gesture to the room, while the girls cheer and giggle. 
 
    Chamberlain’s full megawatt dimpled smile blasts me in the face as he springs to his feet and picks me up, swinging me around. “Thank you, baby.” He showers my face with kisses as he laughs and continues to twirl us. It is a good thing I’m used to spinning; otherwise, I would be sick by now. 
 
    “Oh, you make me so happy.” He finally sets me down on the ground and plants a PG-rated kiss on my lips. He looks down at me after pulling back and runs the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “Do you have any plans after this?” I shake my head. “Good, you’re coming with me.” He kisses my forehead and leaves me to finish my class. 
 
    I turn back to the girls and give them a look that means we are going back to work. I can’t help the smile that comes back to my face. A smile I haven’t worn since Thursday morning. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    AFTER I DISMISS my class, I find Chamberlain sitting in the corner of the room, watching every movement I make. “Where are we off to?” I put everything away and grab my bag before turning to him. 
 
    He hops up and wraps his hand around mine. “Come on.” He blasts me with another of his smiles. I roll my eyes instead of returning it. 
 
    “I’m mad about what you pulled here,” I inform him as he drags me toward the front of the building. 
 
    “I know, and I have a way for you to pay me back.” He throws me a wink as we clear the doors and head to my car. “Keys?” He sticks out his free hand, waiting. 
 
    Again, I roll my eyes as I hand them over and walk over to the passenger door. “Where is your car?” 
 
    “At the garage.” We get in. 
 
    “Why is it at the garage?” I tilt my head. 
 
    He mimics me, making me finally smile. “Because.” He says no more and takes off. 
 
    All right. 
 
    I watch out the windows as we make our way to our destination. The surroundings start to look familiar, and soon, we are pulling into the parking lot next to his gym. There are no other vehicles around. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” I get out of the car, following his lead. 
 
    “Letting out some frustration.” He unlocks the door, opening up the cool building. I shiver as we walk in. He turns on the lights and music to “Get off my Back” by Bryan Adams. “Come on.” 
 
    We walk over to one of the smaller fighting rings. Chamberlain drops his stuff and pulls his hoodie over his head and then grabs all the stuff to wrap his knuckles, his mouth guard, and his groin guard out of his bag. I follow his lead by taking off my jacket, but I sit down on the bench. 
 
    Am I here to watch him train or something? 
 
    Chamberlain straddles the bench next to me, like he is going to wrap his hands. “Give me your hands, Katie.” He reaches for me after he finishes his hands. When he starts to put the tape on my hands, it dawns on me what he is doing. 
 
    My frustration, not his. 
 
    I watch in fascination as he wraps my hands and then stands when he is done. “Up you go.” 
 
    I stand and frown. “I don’t have a mouth guard.” He hoists me up into the ring and then jumps in behind me. 
 
    “You won’t be needing one, just me.” He mutters the end while reaching for a pair of gloves and proceeds to put them on each of my hands. When he is finishes with one hand, it drops to my side causing me to go off balance, temporarily. 
 
    Wow, these are heavy. 
 
    He does up my other hand and walks to the center of the ring, putting the headgear on. “You’re going to hit me until you feel better.” He puts his hands and arms up to guard his face and waits. 
 
    “You’re serious?” I’m flabbergasted as I walk up to him; it feels like I’m dragging my hands behind me. 
 
    “Deadly.” He lifts his head and then moves back down. “Give me your worst, panda.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I get into the stance he taught me and test the weight of the gloves. How does he expect me to hit him if I can barely lift my hands? 
 
    “Let’s go, Katie. I won’t bruise easily. Promise.” He sounds all cocky. I look up from my hands and shoot him a glare. 
 
    “Is this your way of making everything better?” I throw a light punch at him, hitting him on the side. He didn’t even try to block that. He must just want to protect his face. 
 
    “It’s a start.” I continue to throw swing after swing at him. It does make me feel a little better, but I don’t like hitting him to get there. The gloves start to lose more and more weight as I get used to them. “I know you can do better than this,” he taunts. 
 
    I pull back and put all I have into my right fist as it comes around and knocks him off his center. It takes us both by surprise when he falls over. A smile creeps onto my face as I dance around him, feeling great. I managed to knock this six-foot-one beast of a man onto the ground. 
 
    “Whoa!” Chamberlain jumps back up, shaking his head with wide eyes. “Do you feel better now?” 
 
    “Yes!” I jump into his offered arms, knocking him to the canvas once more, with me on top of him. I kiss the exposed skin of his face while pulling the gloves off. When I’m free of the confides of the glove, I grab at his growing beard and pout. “I don’t like this.” I tug on it. 
 
    “Ouch!” He covers my hands with his and pulls them to his lips. “Me either, but I’ve had more important things on my mind. Like what was going on with my sexy girlfriend and why she wasn’t answering my calls.” 
 
    “I wasn’t answering any calls if that makes you feel better,” I offer. 
 
    “No because I’m the only one who calls you besides Fiona, and you were at home with her.” 
 
    “How do you know?” My brows draw together. 
 
    “I talked to her on the phone. She got my number from your phone and called to tell me you were okay and not to worry.” 
 
    “I see you didn’t take her advice.” I snake a hand away and tug again, earning a swat to my bottom. “HEY!” 
 
    “Don’t.” He points a finger at me. “I wanted to hear it from you. But I get why you didn’t answer.” 
 
    “I had my phone off,” I say defensively. 
 
    “I was an asshole.” 
 
    “Yes, you were.” I bend and kiss him. “And you are forgiven, but don’t do it again. I get you two are friends, but I’m your girlfriend. Meaning … you …” I kiss his cheek. “You are supposed to take …” I kiss his other. “My side.” I pull back and express what I just said the best with my eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He pouts, sticking out his bottom lip. 
 
    I’m about to kiss him again when the music changes and a booming voice comes through the quiet gym. “This is a fucking gym, Lawrence, not a make-out ring!” 
 
    “Oh, shit!’ I laugh as Chamberlain’s eyes bug out of his head, and he springs us both up. “Sorry, Larsen, we were just …” 
 
    “Knocking him on his butt,” I finish when he stops talking. The older man regards the both of us for a moment and stalks off. I leave the ring, leaving Chamberlain there gaping like a fish. I slowly get the tape off my hands and throw the balled up mass into the trash. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Do you have plans Wednesday night?” He finally joins me down on the bench. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    He pulls his hoodie over his head, not bothering to remove his tape yet. “Good, now you do. I want to take you to dinner.” He cuts me off before I can ask. 
 
    “Where?” I hurry to keep up with him. 
 
    “Somewhere nice, wear something … sexy.” He shoots me his predator eyes. Instantly, my body warms. 
 
    “Black and white?” 
 
    “Fuck, yes.” My body starts to tremble with need. It’s hard to believe I was mad at him just a couple of hours ago. Hitting him really did help. Maybe I should look into some classes and surprise him. 
 
    Letting go of his hand, I walk to my side of the car and wait for him to unlock it, but he doesn’t. He slides his hands over my shoulders to rest on the top of my car, effectively caging me between his rippling arms. 
 
    I shiver with desire when I feel his nose rub from the base of my neck up to my ear, his hot breath trailing behind. He lightly bites my ear with a tug. “And wear something even sexier under it. That way, when we are done eating, I can take you home …” He nudges the back of my ear with his nose. “Strip you bare …” He moves down my neck, kissing me. “And fuck you until your voice is hoarse, spent, and we’re laying in a pool of our sweat.” 
 
    I grab hold of his forearms as my legs turn to jelly. I blink rapidly and bite my lip. “I’ll leave you with that thought.” He walks away and over to the driver’s side. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    I DRAG MYSELF into class Tuesday morning. I’m really not looking forward to it. Scott decided to ditch me this morning in favor of a busty redhead, according to Chamberlain. I’m early enough, so I’m walking slowly, just about to round the corner to the hallway my classroom is off when Amber’s voice filters to my ears, causing me to stop. 
 
    “What makes you think it will work?” Amber’s snide voice makes me frown. 
 
    “Because he’ll be shitfaced for his birthday. It’s foolproof,” Lizzy answers her. 
 
    “Whatever, as long as it doesn’t fuck up my chances of getting Chamberlain alone.” 
 
    “It won’t. I just need to make sure he somehow gets my condoms.” Lizzy giggles, but it sounds more like a witch’s cackle. 
 
    “I’ll help you with that, if you can figure out a way to get that bitch away from Chamberlain.” I can hear the smile in Amber’s voice. My temper starts to flare. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Kaycee of course, you dumb twat.” Amber hisses. “Gwen will be the next one to deal with.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Lizzy cackles again. “Don’t worry; I have the bouncer at the bar bribed with blow jobs not to let the little girl in.” 
 
    “Awesome.” They continue to talk, but it grows distant as they walk away. I finish rounding the corner and lean against it, watching as they retreat to the classroom. 
 
    Why do women have to be crazy like this? 
 
    It makes all the sane ones look bad. I’m not going to let them ruin my friend’s life by trapping him with a woman he can’t even stand or bring a poor defenseless baby into the mix. 
 
    Quickly, I pull out my phone and shoot Chamberlain a message. 
 
    Me: Meet for lunch? Bring Scott. 
 
    Chamberlain: Okay, what’s going on? 
 
    Me: I’ll tell you later. <3 
 
    Chamberlain: ‘Kay, I’ll have lunch waiting at the gym. 
 
    I put my phone on silent then walk into the classroom and take my usual seat. I do my best to ignore Amber and Lizzy’s questioning looks when Scott never shows. Throughout class, I try to focus on the lecture, but my mind wanders to all different aspects that are going on in my life. I come back to the lecture again and look down at my notes, finding doodles instead. I’m not doing well today. 
 
    After class, I duck out quickly to avoid the terrible twosome. I get to my car and see them heading my way. As quickly as I can and not running over anyone in the process, I peel out of the parking lot and take off. I don’t need them ganging up on me today. I have way too much on my plate at the moment. Having them add more isn’t going to help me keep the delicate balance I am trying to maintain. 
 
    I get to the gym in no time at all and find most of the guys who train with Chamberlain and Scott heading off to lunch with Larsen. He lets me know that Chamberlain and Scott are in the break room waiting for me. 
 
    “Hey.” I flop myself down on a chair between them at the little round table. 
 
    “Hey, panda.” Chamberlain greets me with a brief kiss while Scott mumbles to his burrito. 
 
    Okay? 
 
    “Thanks for ditching me today.” I throw a napkin at Scott’s head, which he catches with a smile filled with food. “Gross.” 
 
    “When you got a wild kitty in your bed like I did, you don’t want to leave.” He turns his attention to his burrito, ignoring my repulsed look. 
 
    “Again, gross.” I pull my chair up and unwrap my own burrito, a chicken one. 
 
    “So what’s going on?” Chamberlain swallows; his focus is on me with serious eyes and his tone. This draws Scott’s attention away from his meal. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    I sigh because it doesn’t look like I’m going to get to eat yet. “Lizzy is planning on getting you in the sack Friday night.” 
 
    Since being around Scott, I’ve used more terminology that I would have never used before. 
 
    “Ha! Yeah, right.” He brushes it off and goes back to his food. 
 
    “It’s true. She’s planning to get pregnant.” Scott pauses, shrugs, and then goes back to his food. 
 
    “So? She won’t succeed. I’ve never been that drunk.” 
 
    “Will you be serious for once?” Chamberlain pinches the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes and shaking his head. 
 
    “I am. She won’t get me. Promise.” He swallows his last bite, wipes his mouth, gets up, and leaves us. “I’m going for a run.” 
 
    Chamberlain and I share a look of complete frustration at his brush off. He finishes one of his burritos and opens another. “What are we going to do if he won’t take it serious?” I finally pick mine up and take a bite. I’m famished. 
 
    “Watch him closely.” He wipes his mouth. “I’ll get Gwen on it too.” I inwardly cringe at the mention of her name. I haven’t seen her since Chamberlain and I worked everything out. Part of me never wants to see her, but I know that won’t happen. 
 
    “Okay.” I take my first bite and moan as the chicken and spicy flavors melt on my tongue. “When we go out, if we go out, it will be easy for me to watch him since I don’t drink.” 
 
    “I won’t either.” He watches me eat with growing lust-filled eyes. “I shouldn’t anyways with the fight so close.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I smile at him, lean over, and wipe some sour cream off the corner of his mouth with my thumb and pop it into my mouth. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    WHEN I LEFT the gym to head home, I had this sense of unease. Maybe it was the black Escalade parked across the street from the gym that started following me the second I pulled out onto the street. Or maybe it was what may happen to Scott. 
 
    For a change, I walk through the front door and groan with frustration to find my mother standing there; arms crossed and brows creased, she was tapping her foot while glaring. “Mother.” I nod to her and begin to walk to the stairs. 
 
    I’m not sure why I thought she wouldn’t be standing here. She is like some sort of machine when it comes to greeting me at the front door; it is never a friendly one either. 
 
    “Wait a moment, Katherine.” My head drops before I turn to face her. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I wanted to discuss the charity function with you.” My brow raises. 
 
    Where is she going with this? 
 
    “I simply cannot allow you out of it. It is dire that you attend.” She looks away like she wants to say more, but it doesn’t work. I know this is just her theatrics to cause drama. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because …” And the theatrics continue. 
 
    “All right then.” I turn to climb the stairs, but she stops me again. 
 
    “I would really appreciate it if you would give up on that boy you have been seeing.” Her tone is even and filled with disdain. 
 
    “No. I will not.” 
 
    “Please, Katherine. Hanging around rec centers and dirty gyms does not bode well for this family’s image.” My jaw clenches as well as my fist. “He is a lowlife; you could do so much better. Matthew Phillips would be a wonderful match for you …” 
 
    “NO!” I shout and turn back to her, coming down the stairs. “I will not do what you tell me when it comes to my love life. I love Chamberlain, and I plan to stay with him.” 
 
    She snorts. “Please, he is just after this family’s money.” 
 
    “MONEY!” I glare at her. “He doesn’t care about any of that and neither do I!” I have worked nanny jobs, tutored students, and now, I earn a small income from teaching ballet even when I told the center not to pay me. I save everything I have for schooling and clothes. “Check the account you set up for me, and you’ll see I haven’t touched a dime of it.” 
 
    “You couldn’t survive without us, little girl.” Mother gets into my face and pokes my chest with her claw-like nail. It hurts, but I won’t let her see me wince. 
 
    “Yes, I could, and I will as soon as I find a way to get out of here.” 
 
    “Well, there’s the door!” Her talon drags through the air and to the door. 
 
    I would be stunned if I wasn’t so angry. I look at it and back at her. “Fine.” I have never felt so volatile in my life. I seethe with so much anger and borderline hatred for this woman, the woman who brought me into this world. 
 
    With my bag of workout clothes and shoes in hand, along with my book bag that has my laptop, camera, and books in it, I walk out of my parents’ front door and head to my car. It isn’t lost on me that they bought it for me, but I have no other way to leave. 
 
    I only have one place I can go. I would run to Fiona, but she lives there. I drive with blinded, reddened anger to Chamberlain’s apartment. I’m relieved when I find an empty spot right out front. I didn’t call when I was making my way over. I know that I am welcomed here and will have a place to rest my head until I can figure something out. 
 
    I weld my door shut as I slam it closed with my bags and phone in hand. I skip two stairs at a time to get to his floor and bang on the door when I reach it. 
 
    The door flies open, and Chamberlain is standing there, freaked. He wastes no time taking in my appearance; face red with anger, my bags clenched in my throbbing fists, my stance in a fight ready position, and the scowl on my face. 
 
    “What happened?” It isn’t until I fall against his chest, comfort coming from his embrace, that I unleash my tears. 
 
    “My m-mo-mother ki-kick-ed m-me ou-out.” I sob into his chest, gasping for air. I finally did it; I finally drove my mother to the brink. I always dreamed of the day I’d get away from that house, but now that it has finally happened, I hurt. How could a mother be so heartless? Why am I breaking down anyway? I knew it would eventually get to this point. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay, Katie.” Chamberlain’s soothing voice starts to slow my tears, along with the gentle pressure he is applying to my back. “I’ve got you. You can stay here indefinitely.” 
 
    We stand in the doorway until the tears are gone, and I’m left drained and exhausted. “Thank you.” I sniffle. 
 
    “Anything, baby. This can be your home. I do have to say that I’m proud of you. No one deserves to live with that cruelty.” Chamberlain pulls me up into his arms and into the living room, and that’s when I notice we have an audience. Gwen is sitting in the chair in the living room watching us. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that, K.C.,” she whispers, quickly looking away and back at the muted TV, I don’t even care at the moment. I know she really doesn’t. She hates me just as much as my own family does, and I’ve never done anything to her either. 
 
    “Thank you.” I rub my cheek against Chamberlain’s chest. 
 
    “Let’s get you to bed.” He carries me to his room. “I’m calling it a night, Gwen,” he tells her before closing his bedroom door behind us. If I didn’t have so much going on in my head and heart at the moment, I would gloat because I’m the one who will be in his bed tonight. I’m the one who will be in his shirt, and I will be the one in his arms all night. 
 
    “Sure, whatever. I’ll see myself out.” She sounds pissed. Again, I don’t care. I need Chamberlain’s comfort. 
 
    “I don’t have any pajamas,” I whisper, lifeless and sitting on his bed. 
 
    “Well, that’s bullshit.” He pulls the shirt he is wearing over his head and hands it to me. “Wear this. I know it’s what you prefer.” 
 
    A small smile comes to my face as I lift the shirt to my nose and close my eyes at his scent. “Thank you,” I murmur, quickly changing out of my only outfit I have with me and crawling under the covers. 
 
    I don’t even have my glasses. “Here, panda.” Chamberlain hands me the contact case that I brought over to leave here. “Do you want your toothbrush?” 
 
    As much as I loathe going to bed without brushing my teeth, I shake my head. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I cuddle down into his pillows and wait for him to pull me to his warm body. 
 
    “Come here.” He climbs in and wraps his arms around me, effectively wrapping me in a cocoon with my head rested on my favorite spot over his heart. My phone chimes, the only thing that breaks the silence. I start to get up to get it, but Chamberlain stops me. “I’ve got it.” He rolls to the side and grabs my phone from the nightstand. He comes back, frowning as he reads the message. “Fucking asshole.” 
 
    He turns the phone for me to see. 
 
    Father: Your mother had no right to throw you out. I expect you to be home when I am. Otherwise, you will be thrown out for good. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    AGAINST CHAMBERLAIN’S BETTER judgment, I found myself back at my parents’ house this morning. He was fully ready to pack up my belongings and move me into the tiny apartment with him and Scott, but Chamberlain supported my choice when I said I needed to at least hear my father out. 
 
    I already try to be at his apartment as much as I can, but I feel obligated to stay at the house for Fiona. When I got back to my parents’, I packed a couple of bags to stay the rest of the week with Chamberlain, along with all my essentials that I don’t already have at his place and loaded my car up. 
 
    My father arrived just after I closed my trunk. When he got out of the Town Car, a scowl was in its usual place. He didn’t even try to really acknowledge me, he just barked, “My office in five, Katherine,” and he was off.  
 
    I got to his office just before my mother. We both received a massive tongue lashing for our fight, and I was told that I had no right to yell at my mother. Since I’m under his roof, I will do as I am told. Meaning, I still live there, and I’m still going to the charity function. 
 
    He then laid into my mother by telling her she had absolutely no authority to throw out his daughter. No matter what I’ve done or said, she is to clear it with him first before action is taken. I was both relieved and angry when he dismissed me. My mind started figuring out ways to get out of there and soon. I don’t want to live off Chamberlain and Scott; I want to contribute just as much as they do. 
 
    I’m going to have to find another job. 
 
    But first, I need to get Fiona to quit and find a better job. I don’t want to leave her behind to deal with the repercussions of my departure. Which is why I am now sitting in the kitchen with her, a safe zone, as she is rushing around trying to get my father’s lunch in order since he usually isn’t home. She absolutely hates it when he is here on days he normally isn’t. 
 
    “I can’t leave until you are out of here, baby doll,” she calls from inside the walk-in pantry. 
 
    My head drops to the countertop with a thud. “Fiona.” I ground out her name. “I will leave when you do.” I peek up through my hair as she exits the pantry, carrying all the items she needs to use. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” She sets everything down and checks to make sure she has everything. “I’m a tough old bird; they can’t do much to me that hasn’t already happened in my life.” She gives me a quick, fleeting smile, and goes back to work. “You, on the other hand, need to get your butt out of here.” 
 
    “Could we at least put out some ads stating that you are interested in a change of scenery?” My face lights up with hope. 
 
    “I would love to be a personal cook for someone else, but it just isn’t happening right now. Once I have you out of here, I’ll go. I promise, K.C.” She gives me that pointed look, the one that says this discussion is over and she isn’t going to budge. 
 
    “Okay,” I say in defeat. I would love to see her get a job where she is actually well taken care of and treated nicely. It would kill me not to see her every day, but it would be for the best. “I would miss you,” I mutter as I flick a piece of crumb across the counter. 
 
    “Nonsense. You would still see me whenever you wanted.” She busies herself, leaving me spinning back and forth in my seat. 
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Fiona?” I’m spending some time with her before I have to get ready and leave for my ‘intimate’ date with Chamberlain. I pull my hair around to my face and start looking for split ends. 
 
    “Yes, baby doll?” 
 
    “I need your help figuring out a way to get out of the charity function. I really need to be at Chamberlain’s fight.” If it weren’t on the same night, I would attend because I love charity work and donations, even if my parents just do it for their image. 
 
    “You’ll think of something.” She doesn’t look up from her task. “Or I’ll get something together to tell them. They rarely see you, so if I say something about your absence, they won’t question it.” 
 
    “It’s coming up soon.” I drop my hair and focus on her back. “I think Mother wants me to go to try and get the Phillips guy on my tail.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.” I’ve lost her; Fiona is fully focused on her task at hand. She does this every time she cooks. I think it’s her way to feel free, just like dancing is for me. 
 
    I hop off my chair. “Well, I guess I’ll go get ready for dinner. Remember, I won’t be home for the rest of the week,” I sing happily as I leave the kitchen with Fiona humming in acknowledgment. 
 
    I take my time getting ready. Chamberlain said we were going out for a nice, fancy dinner, so I settled on my solid black cocktail dress. It is sleeveless with a plunging back and a low neckline that runs just over the top of my breasts. The bottom of the dress is light, flowing, and brushes up against the top of my knees. Under the dress, I have on a pair of white lace briefs with a black bow just above my bottom. 
 
    To top off the look, I climb into a pair of black Gucci heels that I rarely wear. I keep my makeup light, like usual, and curl the ends to give it bounce. 
 
    Somehow, I managed to get out of the house without anyone stopping me besides Fiona. She gave me a peck on the cheek and sent me on my way. 
 
    Chamberlain is waiting outside for me when I pull up to the curb by his building. I get out and come around to the passenger side to get back in, but stop with just a glance at him. He looks dashing as his long, powerful strides eat up the sidewalk between us. His beard is long gone, thank goodness. He had kept it for a few days to test it out, but when Scott kept telling him his face look like a hairy ‘vag’ he quickly shaved it off. He still has his rough stubble-covered jawline and chin that I absolutely love. 
 
    He hasn’t done anything with his growing hair except buzz around the side and back, leaving it a little longer on top. He’s in a clean, white button-down shirt that forms to him perfectly, showcasing his amazing upper body that has built even more muscle onto it since we met. He is in a pair of newer dress pants, but his chunky black boots still adorn his feet. I wouldn’t want him any other way. 
 
    “Well, hello there, sexy.” The heat of his hand finds my lower, exposed back, and he draws me into his sinfully erotic and wonderful embrace. Desire, excitement, and a hint of something else fuel his kiss. 
 
    “Hi.” Since knowing him, seeing him really, most of my panties have been lost in some way, shape, or form just by my body’s reaction to him. The ones I now wear are another casualty. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” He holds my hand as I slide into my seat and rounds the car before sliding into the driver’s side to answer me. 
 
    “Ravenous.” His eyes flash at the same time that his foot hits the gas, revving the car. 
 
    “Behave,” he warns, causing me to giggle. We arrive at a nice Italian place, so nice in fact, there is a valet. 
 
    “Fancy.” I whistle. His hand returns to my lower back as he guides me into the restaurant. “You didn’t have to do this.” I look up at him and find that his gaze focused on something behind us. “What?” I turn but find nothing. 
 
    “Your back is exposed,” he growls, walking us to the maître d’. 
 
    “That’s the design of this dress. Don’t you like it?” I twirl. 
 
    “I love it, Katie, but so will every other guy in there.” He is menacing. 
 
    Oh, I like this side of him. 
 
    “Too bad.” I reach up on my tiptoes to kiss the tip of his nose. Even in my heels, I’m still not tall enough to reach him without going up on my toes. “I’m here with you.” 
 
    We are led to our seats and offered wine. We both refuse in favor of water. As we look over our menus, Chamberlain looks uncharacteristically nervous. His pointer finger on his right hand taps the back of the menu while the rest of his body moves. I glance under the table to find his foot tapping as well. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dread fills me; I haven’t even gotten the chance to open my menu. His nervousness is making me nervous. 
 
    “Nothing, why?” he answers quickly. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” His eyes return to me. “Tell me,” I plead. 
 
    He sighs and gently places his menu on the table. “I have a present for you, and I’m nervous about it.” I gush at his honesty. I love it. 
 
    “May I have it?” I bite my lip to contain my excitement. 
 
    With his mouth ajar, he nods while reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small, velvet rectangular box. He sets it on our small table and slides it over to me, before placing his hands on his thighs and rubbing them. 
 
    My hands quiver as I pick up the delicate box and open it. A rush of air leaves my lungs as I take in the beautiful cuff bracelet that is inside it. A simple white cuff that says ‘Always’ on it. There are two little charms dangling down on opposite sides of the word. One is a boxing glove, and the other is a little panda. 
 
    Tears build up in my eyes. “Do you like it?” The unease in his voice breaks through my admiration of the simple piece of jewelry. No one has ever bought me anything with so much meaning before. 
 
    I don’t wait to answer him; I stand and walk around to sit on his lap with the box in my hand. All the love I have for him fills my kiss, and. his pouty lips are a perfect combination of soft and firm. 
 
    “I love it, Chamberlain. Thank you.” I kiss him again. “Will you put it on me, please?” I offer my right wrist to him. His fingers vibrate as he pulls the bracelet out and puts it on me, and then brings my hand up to kiss it. 
 
    “You are more than welcome, baby.” He pulls me back in for a kiss. A throat clearing soon interrupts us. I’m taken back in the not too distant past when this happened last. “We will need a few more minutes, please.” Chamberlain stands me back up, and I return to my seat while the waiter backs away. 
 
    I continue to admire my gift as we select our meals and place our orders. With the nervousness gone from his handsome face, Chamberlain lightens up and smiles continually at me. We fall into easy conversation about anything and everything that we haven’t covered yet. I’ve come to enjoy shocking him when I say I haven’t done something that normal people have done at least once in their lives. 
 
    This time, it is the fact that I have never been to a zoo. “We are going to have to fix that,” Chamberlain states seriously as he cuts into his meal. “And soon. Maybe we can go before I leave for Worchester.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun.” I take a bite of my chicken Alfredo as it dissolves on my tongue. We just got word yesterday that his fight would be in Worchester. 
 
    “It’s the least I can do since I’ll be gone all week that week.” He sounds apologetic. I know he really wants me there too, but I’m still working on it. Fiona hasn’t figured anything out yet, and neither have we. 
 
    “You’re going to be so busy with everything leading up to the fight; you won’t even know I’m not there,” I offer. He needs to focus on everything that needs to get done. “I’m going to try my hardest here to get there at least in time for the fight.” 
 
    “I know.” He isn’t happy by all of this. “I’ve got meetings, interviews, and more training with Scott.” 
 
    “See. You are going to be good and busy.” I smile and return to my meal. “You can still talk to me anytime you want. I will find a way to get there.” I reach over and grab his fist on the table and stroke it with my thumb. “You’re going to be amazing. You already are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Katie.” 
 
    We don’t dwell on it for the rest of our meal. Instead, I try to return us to our earlier mood. I want to spend as much time with him as I can before he leaves. Who knows what will happen after the fight. 
 
    “Come ‘ere, baby.” A chocolate fondue is delivered to our table. He pulls my chair around to his side where he waits with a spoon full of the fondue for me. 
 
    “Mmm.” I take my bite and then feed him as well. 
 
    His heated eyes never leave my face while we eat. When we are done, Chamberlain discreetly places me in front of him to cover how aroused our dessert has left him. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    MY BACK HITS the seat of the couch as frenzied hands clumsily, feverishly rush to remove the last scraps of clothing between us. My mouth remains open after Chamberlain has abandoned it to leave kisses over my heated flesh. 
 
    “Forget any of that fancy shit women wear, Katie.” I wait with bated breath, his fingers are edging my panties, torturing me with what pleasure they will bring. “Seeing you in black and white is all I need.” My panties are sliding down my legs as Chamberlain’s stubble grazes my bare skin. 
 
    “Chamberlain.” I mewl at the sensation he creates with a simple kiss to my pelvic bone. 
 
    “Patience, baby.” I feel his smile and hear him rifling around. “Fuck!” 
 
    My head shoots up from its place of leisure. “What?” I’m instantly sent into worry mode. 
 
    “I don’t …” He throws his wallet back down on his pants that were thrown on the floor. “Be right back.” 
 
    I feel exposed and silently worried that Scott will come walking in as I’m left on the couch naked. Cabinets slam and grumbles can be heard from the bathroom. Chamberlain comes back, pissed, aroused, and silently perturbed. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “We’re out of … condoms. Fucking Scott! I told him …” Chamberlain paces the length of the living room. As much as I wanted us to have sex tonight, I can leave it. 
 
    Sitting up, I catch his hand as he passes me again. “It’s okay, Chamberlain.” I tug him toward his room and have him sit on his bed. I find a shirt and pull it over my head before crawling into bed. “Come here.” I beckon him to me, which he does without being told twice. “We don’t need to have sex to feel close together.” I nestle into his chest. “Just being held by you is good enough for me.” 
 
    “I know, baby, but …” He blows out a hot breath. “I love having you in my arms…” He cuddles to me. “I’m going to kill Scott.” 
 
    I giggle at him and kiss my spot on his chest. As I drift off to sleep, I can’t help but think about his fight. Everything is going to change. I know he will make it big. I know he will make his dreams come true and that scares the crap out of me. How will I get by every day not seeing him, knowing that he is out there traveling while I’m here going to school and missing him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    “PLEASE, JUST LET me in. I won’t drink. I promise you that. I don’t like the stuff.” I plead with the bouncer in front of the bar that Chamberlain, Scott, and I have been to several times after fights. I’ve been able to get in the door every time except tonight. This guy won’t budge. 
 
    “I’m sorry, miss, but I can’t let you in.” He hands me my ID back, again, and this time I shove it back into my purse. I should have never told Chamberlain that I would meet them here. I was meeting with some ballet instructors about a few of my girls before I came here. 
 
    Three of my older girls are making amazing progress. The instructors I met with were my teachers once, and all come from very highly sought-after schools around Boston. I arranged for them to come to our recital to watch the girls we were discussing. If my girls do well enough, the instructors plan to give them scholarships to attend their schools. 
 
    I’m excited for them; the scholarships will give them an opportunity they may not get otherwise. I’m more than ready for the recital now. And now, if I can manage to get in the door here to go celebrate Scott’s birthday, everything will be good. 
 
    Chamberlain told me he was not drinking tonight. His fight is too close, and he doesn’t want to lose any ground that he has gained. Tonight is more to soberly celebrate with his best friend and make sure nothing funny happens … 
 
    Son of a gun. 
 
    This was what Lizzy was talking to Amber about. 
 
    They don’t want me in there. They want to do something to Scott and get Chamberlain cornered on his own. 
 
    “My boyfriend is inside. Chamberlain Lawrence?” My brow reaches my hairline, but he doesn’t budge. “Listen, I just want to be with my boyfriend.” I pull a water bottle out of my bag. “See? I’m not going to drink. This is a sealed bottle.” 
 
    “Sorry, no can do.” He shakes his head and folds his hairy, meaty arms over his huge chest. I slump a little and decide that I’d better send Chamberlain a message for him to come get me. 
 
    “It’s okay, Adam. She’s with me.” Gwen’s voice pulls my eyes from my bag to over my shoulder. She walks with a confidence that I’ve only recently found in myself. She loops an arm with mine and proceeds to walk us in. 
 
    Adam, the bouncer, moves out of the way as we pass and doesn’t say a word to Gwen. Shocked, I look back at the bouncer and then back at Gwen as she carries on with a smug smile. 
 
    Why is she being nice to me? 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about the blow-out with your parents. That can’t be easy.” 
 
    I’m baffled. “Yeah, it is, but I’ve dealt with it for a long time.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    This is the most awkward conversation I have ever had. “It’s the hand life has dealt me. I’ve managed just fine so far. It is better now that they aren’t trying to control me.” 
 
    Gwen pushes us through the crowd and to the area where Chamberlain is sitting, playing with the straw in his glass of water while he does his best to ignore Amber hovering over him. “You’d better go save him.” Her chin juts toward him. 
 
    She smirks when she sees my shocked expression. “I may not care for you, K.C., but I fucking hate her.” She nods at Amber. “Take care of him.” She lets go of my arm and wanders off, yelling at a bunch of people. 
 
    As I walk over to Chamberlain, I peer over toward the bar to find the birthday boy as happy as can be slamming back shot after shot with Lizzy standing too close by. “Hey there, handsome,” I shout over the music as I come to a stop right in front of Chamberlain. Amber’s eyes shoot up and instantly glare. 
 
    Your plan isn’t going to work. 
 
    If I have to fight her for him, I will. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” The look of relief on his face makes me smile. He quickly sits back while pulling me onto his lap. “I thought you weren’t coming for a second.” He nuzzles into the column of my neck, kissing it. 
 
    My eyes don’t leave Amber’s when I answer him. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. The bouncer wouldn’t let me in, but Gwen came to my rescue.” Chamberlain stiffens and then relaxes again, far too quickly. 
 
    “I’m glad you are. I need another set of eyes on Scott.” We both focus on him leaning against Lizzy, laughing. 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    “Right Round” by Flo Rida comes on. “Come dance with me.” Chamberlain stands us and leads me out to the middle of the dance floor. He spins me around and grabs my hips as he pulls me against him, my backend to his groin. We bounce around and have fun with the song. It is one I have always liked and move easily with the beat. Turning and smiling up at Chamberlain, I laugh as he does the same to me. 
 
    My man knows how to move. 
 
    “Stickwitu” by the Pussycat Dolls comes on next, changing the tone of the moment at once. Chamberlain whips me around and pulls me back against his chest. His hips grind and move to the beat of the music. His thigh is between mine, rubbing in just the right way. 
 
    I move with him as he grinds against me. My body is flush, and it grows warm all over. I whip my hair off my neck and bunch it to one side as I gyrate against him, feeling him growing harder. 
 
    He wraps a hand around my hair, pulling it back to expose my neck for him to run his tongue along. A dance has never worked me up this much before. Chamberlain’s free hand moves up from my hip to glide against my bare skin as he goes under my shirt. He trails his fingers lightly across my belly and grabs my opposite side, effectively spinning me around to face him. 
 
    My palms land on the hard muscles of his chest. He licks his bottom lip as his eyes cloud over with desire, and he pulls me to him as close as he can get us. 
 
    “Scott had better find someone else to go home with tonight.” The temperature of the bar is nothing compared to the steam rolling off Chamberlain. “Tonight.” He thrusts against me, slowly. “You.” He thrusts again. “Are.” Thrust. “Mine.” He growls against my ear, and I feel the vibrations against his chest and nearly lose it on the dance floor by his steady thrusts. 
 
    His leg returns between mine. He bends back a little, and grinds right at my center, sending delicious waves of pleasure through my body. My nipples harden, and my desire pools in my panties. 
 
    I want him. 
 
    My eyes close and my head rolls; I can’t help the moan that erupts from me. I’m so turned on right now. If it weren’t imperative that we stay with Scott, we would already be gone. 
 
    He releases me with one hand and reaches for the one adorned with the bracelet he gave me and raises it to his mouth, kissing my wrist. 
 
    I love you. 
 
    Even in this fog of lust, I can’t bring myself to tell him how I feel. Too soon the song comes to an end, and I’m taken over to the bar. 
 
    I’m in a lust-filled haze when Gwen stops us. She is harshly whispering something to Chamberlain. I only catch Lizzy and Scott in the mix. I’m confused, and by the look on Chamberlain’s face; jaw tight, scowl in place, he is pissed. “She isn’t leaving his side. I’m bored as hell, so I’m going to bounce.” With that, she walks around us and out of the bar. 
 
    That girl is an enigma I can’t figure out. 
 
    “I told everyone to keep an eye on Scott and especially to watch what Amber and Lizzy are up to.” He kisses my temple and continues our trek to the bar. The crowd parts for Chamberlain. When the bar comes into view, what I see has my blood roaring through my veins. Scott’s back is turned on Lizzy while he talks to someone else. Lizzy quickly glances around. When she thinks she isn’t being watched, she drops a pill into Scott’s drink. 
 
    Oh, hell no. 
 
    I push myself out of Chamberlain’s arms and storm my way up to Lizzy. I grab the glass she just drugged and throw it in her face. “What the hell do you think you are doing?” I shout in her drenched face. 
 
    How desperate is she? 
 
    She wipes her eyes and throws a punch at me. It’s a weak, pathetic punch someone who has no clue how to fight would throw, and I block it way too easily. She is left open for me to grab her by the throat. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Chamberlain booms behind me while Scott sits, mouth hanging open, shocked with all the color draining from his face. 
 
    “She was trying to drug Scott.” I blow some hair out of my face, but I don’t relent my hold on her, even when her nails start clawing for freedom. “Are you just that stupid?” I tighten my grip. 
 
    “Baby, let go.” Chamberlain is shockingly calm while he tries to coax me to let go. “The bouncer is coming. I don’t want you to be thrown out as well.” 
 
    I blink several times and finally shake my head. 
 
    What has gotten into me? 
 
    I look down at Lizzy and start to see red again but let it go. I step back into Chamberlain’s arms just as Adam comes through the crowd and looks from Lizzy, who is just starting to stand back up, and me with my fists balled at my sides. 
 
    “Get her out of here, Adam.” Chamberlain nods at Lizzy. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” she screams as Adam grabs hold of her. “Scott! Scott! I love you! Why don’t you love me?” She goes crazy, forcing Adam to haul her over his shoulder. Amber stands to the side in complete shock before she scrambles to follow them. 
 
    Once they are gone, attention turns back to Scott, who is still sitting there in shock. He looks like he is about ready to die or pass out. “You good there, brother?” Chamberlain slaps him on the shoulder, bringing him back to us. 
 
    A smile instantly forms on his face as Scott looks at me. “Bartender!” he shouts. “We need another round!” Once the bartender has a round lined out, Scott slides one to me. “To lil’ bit for saving my dumb ass!” Everyone cheers and I cough down my shot. It burns and doesn’t taste the greatest. I don’t get the appeal to them at all. “Another!” He cheers and hands me another when they are ready. I shiver after the second one goes down, and I turn to Chamberlain who hasn’t moved from behind me. 
 
    “Can we sit?” Chamberlain gets my meaning. I don’t want to be rude and refuse another shot from Scott. I would much rather just go find a booth to sit in with Chamberlain. 
 
    “Sure, panda.” He guides me back over to the table where I found him at and sits us down. It isn’t long until those two shots start working their way into my system. I’ve never had a drop of alcohol before and adding in my small weight, I start to feel buzzed, warm, and incredibly turned on. My tongue is weighted; my vision starts to make a cloud around everything, and I feel different. My body vibrates to life, and I can’t keep still. I move around in my seat, trying to find a comfortable position, but nothing works. 
 
    It isn’t until I lean against Chamberlain’s warm chest and hum happily that I know what I need. “You okay?” Apparently, I amuse him. 
 
    “I want you.” I walk my fingers up his chest and tap him on the chin. “Badly. Now.” 
 
    “Are you horny?” he gleefully whispers. 
 
    “A little bit.” I pinch my fingers close together and squint my eyes. “Can we go home now?” 
 
    Chamberlain worries his bottom lip and looks over at Scott. “Fuck it, let’s go. He’s had enough fun.” I giggle as Chamberlain pulls me up and over to Scott. While they talk, I stand back and admire Chamberlain’s toned backside encased in tight denim. 
 
    Oh, do I want him. 
 
    So badly. 
 
    I smile to myself as I continue to watch his butt move as he talks. I move forward and cup him, causing him to flinch and look over his shoulder. “See what I mean?” He nods at me, and I giggle again. 
 
    “Shit.” Scott can’t help but laugh before he turns somber. “Sure, let’s go.” He slams back his last shot, wishes everyone a good night, and follows us out. 
 
    They came in Chamberlain’s car, so it will be staying the night. Chamberlain gets me into my car, as Scott catches up with us. “Here.” He slaps something in Chamberlain’s hand. “I won’t need these.” 
 
    Chamberlain looks down at his hand, frowns, and then slides whatever it is into his back pocket. “Lizzy shake you up that bad? Are you going to call someone?” 
 
    “Fuck, no.” Scott shakes his head and gets into the backseat. “I’m going to sleep this off. You two have fun. I promise I’ll be ten sheets to the wind by the time you got her all ready to fuck.” Scott burps, filling my car with a nasty scent. 
 
    “Fuck off, man.” Chamberlain starts the car and rolls the windows down. 
 
    “I’m just saying; don’t want good condoms to go to waste. Besides, I noticed there aren’t anymore at home.” He burps again. I’m glad he is keeping track of those things; otherwise, I would be sending Chamberlain out for more. The last two days have been busy, and he hadn’t gotten around to getting more. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    SCOTT STUMBLES UP the stairs and into the apartment ahead of us. He disappears into his room with his head hung low. Lizzy really did mess with his head. I’ve never seen him so somber. He is usually so happy and always in a good mood, so I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone. The need to take care of him almost kills my mood. Almost. 
 
    My eyes lock with Chamberlain’s over my shoulder as he closes the door quietly. His eyes are molten blue. He walks to me, effortlessly lifting me into his arms. My legs wrap around his waist as my arms hook around his neck. 
 
    “We have three condoms; it’s a shame to see them not being put to good use.” He brushes his lips over mine. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” I drag my index finger up the middle of his neck and then back down. He shivers as his mouth slams against mine in a heart-stopping, yet pulse-racing kiss. His tongue invades my mouth, seeking mine, and taking all my control and throwing it away. 
 
    Vaguely, I feel us moving across the room until Chamberlain slams his bedroom door and throws me onto his bed. I do a little bounce, gasping for air as he quickly moves to the bathroom door to slam it as well. He comes back to the foot of the bed, breathing heavily with his chest moving in great motions as he pulls his clothes off one layer at a time. Never once do his eyes leave mine. 
 
    My nipples pebble and ache for him as my breathing becomes shorter and more frequent, brushing them against the fabric of my shirt. His torso is chiseled and sculpted, leaving deep plains and valleys around him. I lick my lips as I come to his V and his straining erection. 
 
    I want him to consume me as a predator would his prey. I want to own him body and soul, just like he already does for me. 
 
    His jeans drop, leaving him naked before me. One of his hands encircles his erection, pumping it slowly as he watches me. My eyes dart up to his, and I find his gaze set on my bottom lip trapped between my teeth. He lets out a gargled moan. 
 
    “You want him, baby?” I nod, transfixed. He lets out a low bark. “Well, you need fewer clothes on then.” He growls. My lower body clenches for him as desire pools in and around my core. “Now!” I grab my feet, yanking my heeled boots off, and remove my pants and socks in one fluid movement. 
 
    As quickly as I can lying down, I pull my shirt and bra off, throwing it somewhere in his room. 
 
    He rolls one of the condoms on and places a knee between my legs, dipping the bed. “I approve.” His fingers glide their way up my exposed legs, leaving chills in their wake. With one finger, he hooks onto the bottom of my panties. “Not black and white, Katie …” He shakes his head. “These got to go.” 
 
    I gasp at the violent motion as he rips my panties from my body and casts them away. He wastes no time lowering his head between my legs, throwing my legs over his shoulders, and spearing his hot, talented tongue into me. “Jesus, you’re soaked.” His hoarse whisper and hot breath rush over me. Gently, he slides a finger into me as his mouth attaches to my clit. 
 
    “Oh.” Resting on my elbows, my head falls back, hanging there above the bed. It doesn’t take him long before I’m clenching his finger and panting for my release to come. Chamberlain applies pressure to my clit with his tongue ring, sending me into nirvana. “Chamberlain.” His name leaves my mouth like a prayer. 
 
    He gives me a beat to recover before he hoists my body and slams my back into the wall above his bed. My legs are still draped over him until he eases them down around his waist and drives into me. “Oh, God! Chamb-” I scream, forgetting about Scott slumbering in the next room. 
 
    “Let me hear you, baby.” His hands abandon my waist and cage me in as he braces us against the wall, pounding relentlessly into me. “So … fucking … perfect!” He grunts. 
 
    “Cham …” I’m so close. 
 
    “I know, Katie.” He pants, speeding up. 
 
    “Ah!” I’m thrown over the edge as he slams into me, smooth and even, four more times with a hard, sound slap to my bottom before we both groan in our combined release. I feel Chamberlain throbbing within me. Slowly, he eases out and gently places me on the bed before doing away with the condom. I’m still trying to catch my breath when he returns to my line of sight and smiles down at me. “There went one. Ready for the other two?” His eyes dance with glee. 
 
    My eyes widen as I look down to find him hard again with another condom on. I feel my wanton need come back from her sex-induced coma, licking her lips and ready for more. I look back up at him, my eyes answering for me. I marvel at his recovery time. 
 
    With complete devotion and gentleness, Chamberlain climbs onto the bed, lifting my left leg and placing kisses starting at my instep and working his way up to my inner thigh before wrapping it around him. He does the same with the right leg, but instead of putting it with its counterpart, he pulls me up onto his lap and then drapes it over his hip. I lock my ankles together and brace my hands on his shoulders. 
 
    He kisses my collarbone and moves to my ear, groaning as he slides back into me. “Oh, Chamberlain.” My head rests on his shoulder as he moves us with slow, sharp movements. This way I can hold onto him with tighter clenching and release him as he easily thrusts in and out of me. 
 
    Chamberlain brings his hands up to cup my face. Ice blue meets deep blue as we stare into each other’s eyes. “Always,” he whispers as he brings his lips to mine in a sweet kiss. His tongue gently massages mine, and his tongue ring clicks against my teeth. “We. Will. Always. Have. This.” 
 
    He continues to make sweet love to me. 
 
    Love? 
 
    Yes, this is love, not just sex. My eyes start to well up with tears of joy, but I push them back. I don’t want him freaking out on me and losing this. I want this to continue forever. I want to stay in his embrace, under his spell, and in his life for the rest of mine. 
 
    My orgasm builds as I hold tighter to him, digging my nails into the back of his head and pulling him to me for another kiss. “I’m ready …” I breathe against his lips. I’m ready to love him, I’m ready to always be in his corner, and fight for him, against him, and with him. 
 
    As we fall apart in each other’s arms, Chamberlain lowers us to the bed. I can’t even open my eyes, but I have a marvelous smile gracing my face. I barely wince when Chamberlain pulls out and gets off the bed. I’m spent, sated, and filled with love and happiness. 
 
    He comes back, gingerly picks me up to pull the covers down, and lays me back down before cleaning me up and joining me in bed. He pulls me against his chest, but I want to feel more of him. I roll over, place my head over his heart, and sigh. “This is my comfy spot.” 
 
    His arms wrap around me, and I drape a leg between his, cuddling closer. Chamberlain kisses my hairline. “Mine too,” he whispers. 
 
    This is wonderful. 
 
    How much better could life get? 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    WAKING UP THIS morning, I felt sick, sicker than I have ever felt before. This brings me both joy and sorrow. This is the last weekend I have with Chamberlain before he becomes a pro boxer. He promised we would spend as much time together as we could before he leaves tomorrow afternoon. And my delight stems from the fact that if I’m not better by next Saturday, I won’t be going to the charity function. But it means I’ll also miss Chamberlain’s fight. 
 
    Chamberlain is worried about me. This morning, I bolted out of bed and rushed into the bathroom to throw up, completely ignoring the fact that Scott was in the shower, and I was naked. 
 
    Once I had some solid food in my stomach, I started to feel better but not completely. I told Chamberlain we weren’t going to let it ruin the day of fun he had promised me. I’m holding him to it. My spirit was lifted when we arrived at the Stone Zoo. 
 
    “You know there isn’t a giant panda here, right?” I tease him as he pays and guides us in with a map in hand. 
 
    “I know, but I’m sure I can find a stuffed one in the gift shop for you.” He grins a bad-boy dimpled grin at me and leads the way. The zoo is busy for a Saturday, and like most of the children around me, my eyes are huge and filled with amazement as I take in all the animals. 
 
    Why hadn’t my parents ever brought us here? 
 
    It’s amazing! 
 
    I stop us at the snow leopard’s exhibit and try to find one. They are rarely seen in the wild, but getting to see one in captivity is good enough for me. Chamberlain stands by my side, a smile in place, while he watches me with complete amusement as I finally find one lying down. “Look!” I grab his hand and with the other point at where the snow leopard is. 
 
    We move on to all the exhibits, seeing fox, cougars, snakes - which scare me - koalas, the black bears, and then to the barnyard where there are sheep and goats. We stroll hand in hand through all of it. We stop and get something to eat at the concession stand and even stop to help a couple of parents lift their kids to see the animals. This is by far one of the best days of my life. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me here.” My head rests on his bicep as we walk toward the gift shop. He is so determined to find me a stuffed panda. 
 
    “You are more than welcome, Katie. Seeing your eyes light up is all the thanks I need.” He kisses the top of my head. 
 
    I glance at my phone and check the time to find it is only one in the afternoon. “Is there anything else you wanted to do today?” 
 
    “I have it all planned out for us,” he states, focused on his mission at the moment. A big smile lights up his face and his dimple pops when he finds and lifts a medium-size stuffed panda sitting on a shelf. It’s the very last one. “This is perfect.” Not paying mind to the price tag, which is ridiculous for a stuffed animal, he buys it for me. 
 
    I cuddle it to my chest when he hands it to me. “I’ll keep it forever.” On my tiptoes, I kiss this nose before we leave the zoo. 
 
    “Ready for a late lunch, early dinner?” He unlocks my car, and I get in, still holding my panda to my chest. 
 
    “Yes!” I’m famished. I had a hotdog only an hour and a half ago, but I feel like I haven’t eaten in days. 
 
    “Great.” His smile is contagious as my own comes to my face. We drive a ways and come to a nice little seafood restaurant on the waterfront. It’s quiet for mid-afternoon, leaving us to bask in the soft music and each other’s company. 
 
    I sit across from him, toying with my bracelet. I only ever take it off to shower or workout; otherwise, it stays firmly on my wrist. Chamberlain plays with his bottle of Sam Adams beer. 
 
    “After you turn twenty-one, we’ll go on a tour of the brewery.” He breaks our comfortable silence, signaling to his beer. “I’ve always wanted to go, but I can wait a couple of more years.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” I lean over and grab his hand. Lately, I seem to need constant contact with him. It feels right; I feel safe, protected, and whole. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” His voice is coated with concern. 
 
    “Much better,” I answer evenly to ease his worry. “I don’t know what’s going on. Maybe it’s a late season flu.” I shrug. “Hopefully, it isn’t too bad, but it still gets me out of the charity and to your fight.” He wants me to go to the doctor, but I’m not worried. I’ve had colds like this before. 
 
    His eyes and face relax. “As long as you’re there for all the others.” He plays with a ring I have on my right ring finger. It is a heart with a Celtic knot in it that the girls in my morning class gave it to me. “Are you enjoying our day so far?” 
 
    “It’s wonderful, Chamberlain.” My stomach starts growling as our food is brought to us. We talk about the different animals we saw; which ones we liked the most and explored why snakes scare me. I clear my plate well before Chamberlain is even halfway done with his. It blows my mind, and apparently his as well when he looks at my plate and at his. 
 
    “Hungry, are we?” He raises a brow to me. 
 
    “I guess.” I shrug and chug down the rest of my water. “It was really good.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not worried.” His hands come up in defense. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you gain a little weight. You’d look devastating with a few more curves, Katie.” His voice is seductive and in a low growl. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    BLINDFOLDED AND WITH Chamberlain’s earbuds in, blaring music at me, Chamberlain leads me to my surprise for the evening. I feel a little queasy. I don’t know if it is from the car ride here and not being able to see or if I ate my dinner too quickly. It could be the mix of both. 
 
    “Ready for your surprise?” Chamberlain removes one earbud to whisper in my ear. I hear a strange motor noise in the background. 
 
    “Ready.” I give myself a little bounce. 
 
    In one fluid motion, Chamberlain removes the other earbud and my blindfold, revealing a go-kart track. “Ta-da!” I giggle and clap my hands as I bounce around and into his arms. 
 
    My face is lit up like Christmas. “Thank you!” I turn back around and drag him over to pay. This is the best day ever! 
 
    After a quick lesson, Chamberlain helps strap me into my kart as I put my helmet on. He then gets in his, and we are set to race. I can’t help but laugh as he works his tall frame into the little kart. 
 
    “Ready, panda?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be!” I cheer and turn to watch the lights switch from red to yellow and press down on the throttle when it turns green. “Eat my dust, stud!” I giggle as I pull ahead of Chamberlain, but the first corner completely throws me off, which allows Chamberlain to take the lead. 
 
    “Gotta stay focused, Katie!” He laughs when he zips around the following corners until he is back at the start line. “I win!” He jumps out and comes to kiss me when I pull up. 
 
    “No fair. You’ve done this before. I haven’t.” I pretend to pout. 
 
    “Oh, you poor baby.” He eggs me on with a mock pout. “Want to go again?” He signals to the attendant. 
 
    Before he can get a chance to get back in his kart, I pull him down and give him a searing kiss as the lights flash. I drop him like a hat and take off, leaving him running to his kart. I stay focused this time; I don’t want to mess up again and let him win. 
 
    I’m over the finish line and dancing around when Chamberlain finally crosses. He gets out and storms up to me. “You cheated.” He glares down at me, but I can see through it. He’s happy that I’m having fun. I stop and beam up at him with bright eyes until he gives in and his own smile comes to his face. 
 
    All sickness is forgotten, and my happiness soon turns into lust at the all-too-familiar look in his eyes and stunning face. Swiftly kissing me, Chamberlain removes our helmets and scoops me up in his arms. “Let’s get home and enjoy the rest of our evening.” 
 
    “Sounds fabulous.” I melt into his arms. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    THE UNCOMFORTABLE GURGLE of my stomach has me sitting up, breaking me from my sleep. I cup my mouth and rush to the bathroom. 
 
    “Fuck!” Scott, who is just wrapping a towel around his waist, jumps back into the shower to get out of my way as I fall to the floor in front of the toilet and empty my stomach of last night’s dinner. It just won’t stop. It’s worse today. 
 
    Chamberlain’s heat warms my back as he drops to his knees behind me, rubbing my back. Scott grumbles something before escaping to his room, gagging, and shuts his door. “Are you okay, Katie?” Chamberlain leans over me to look at my face. I brush him away and dip my head back as I continue to heave. Now, nothing is coming up. 
 
    “This is horrible.” I finally manage to stop throwing up and rest my cheek on the toilet seat. 
 
    Thank God, it is clean. 
 
    My stomach is calm for now, but I feel lightheaded. I’ve definitely caught something. I must have gotten something from one of the girls in my class; one of the younger ones was coughing and extremely pale the other day. I have the chills but feel hot. 
 
    Chamberlain stands and wets a washcloth for me. He drops back down next to me and pulls me to his chest before pressing his lips to my forehead. “You’re hot to the touch, Katie.” He doesn’t know what to do. He places the cool washcloth where his lips just left. I shiver and cuddle up to him. Even the bags under my eyes feel filled up and abnormal. 
 
    I lie in his arms on the floor until I’m comfortable again. I’m done throwing up, for now. I still have a slight chill as I stand up, causing me to shiver. I’m glad Chamberlain is there to support me as we walk back to his room. 
 
    “I need to go home.” 
 
    “What? No, Katie.” Chamberlain places me on his bed. “Stay here, I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    With a weak smile, I cup his strong cheek. “You’re leaving today.” I get back up, standing much better now. “I don’t want to get you sick and cause you to miss your fight.” 
 
    “Please stay until I know you are okay.” He grabs me from behind and hugs me close, avoiding my stomach so I don’t get sick again. 
 
    “I’m okay. It’s just a bug.” I grab his black hoodie off the floor and pull it over my head. I don’t even feel like changing. I’m just going home and more than likely going right back to bed. “I’m taking this with me,” I tell him as I grab my purse, pulling out my keys and putting my phone in it. “That way I have you with me no matter what.” I offer him a tired smile before his arms find their home around me again. 
 
    “What do I get?” I frown, confused. “So you’re with me while I’m gone?” His charming smile melts me. 
 
    I step out of his embrace and think about what he could take with him. I dig through my bag, find my ChapStick, and grin. “Here.” I hand it to him. It is the one I dropped the day we met. I didn’t have the heart to throw it away. He cocks his head to the side. “I dropped this on the day we met, and I’ve kept it as a memento. I want you to take it with you.” 
 
    A crooked smile crawls across his face. “Okay.” He nods and puts it into his pocket. We walk to the door; Scott is in the kitchen making breakfast, and the smell of cooking eggs curdles my stomach again. “Get better.” Chamberlain holds me close. I dig my fingers into his back, holding him tight as the tears prickle my eyes, making my nose burn. 
 
    Why does this feel like good-bye? 
 
    It shouldn’t - he’s only going to be a couple of hours away and back sometime Sunday. 
 
    I pull the tears back and smile weakly up at him. “Good luck, stud.” 
 
    He bends down and kisses the corner of my mouth. “I really hope you can be there.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. Fiona will nurse me back to health,” I say with absolute certainty. I rush out the door and down to my car, trying to contain the tears. I’m really going to miss him. 
 
    I waste no time getting home and wave quickly at Fiona, explain to her that I don’t feel well, and head up to my room. 
 
    Me: I’m home. Going to lie down for a bit. 
 
    Chamberlain: Good, let me know when you wake up, so we can talk. X 
 
    Me: I will. Drive safe and have fun! 
 
    Chamberlain: I’ll miss you, Katie. 
 
    Me: I will miss you, too. 
 
    Kicking out of my shoes, I cuddle down into my bed and fall asleep holding the collar of Chamberlain’s hoodie to my nose. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    “K.C.?” Fiona’s voice and gentle touch stir me from my slumber. Blinking repeatedly to get the sleep out of my eyes, I find her leaning over my bed, hovering over me. “Are you okay?” She takes a seat on my bed next to me. 
 
    “I am now. I wasn’t feeling too hot, but I’m better now.” I yawn the end of the sentence and stretch as I sit up. Fiona has a tray with a bowl of soup and crackers in her hands. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “All day.” Her lips purse, her face etched in concern. 
 
    “What?” In a panic, I reach over and grab my phone off my nightstand. There are four missed calls and three texts, all from Chamberlain. 
 
    Chamberlain: Made it to Worchester. 
 
    Chamberlain: I hope you are feeling okay. 
 
    Chamberlain: Katie, answer your phone. I’m worried. 
 
    “Shoot.” Fiona places the tray on my lap as I look at my phone. 
 
    The back of her hand presses to my forehead. “You aren’t hot anymore. Eat up and get some more rest.” Her command is soft before she leaves the room. 
 
    “Thank you, Fiona.” 
 
    “Anything for you, baby doll.” 
 
    As I stir my soup, I dial Chamberlain. The phone barely rings when he picks up. “Thank God, you’re all right.” 
 
    “Sorry, I must have really needed some sleep. I just woke up.” I take a sip of soup. “Ouch!” 
 
    “Katie? What’s the matter? Are you okay?” He rushes out questions in his own panicked state. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just eating some hot soup.” I blow on the next spoon full. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Missing you.” He sighs, and my heart melts. I want to be there in his arms, but I need to get better. “Scott kept trying to get me to go out, but I’d rather sit here and talk with you.” 
 
    “I wish I was there.” My reply is a whisper. 
 
    “Me too. This bed is too big and too cold without your little body wrapped around me.” His voice is deep and low, sending a shiver of delight through me at just the thought of him in a big bed. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll be there Saturday night with you to celebrate your win.” I have complete confidence in both. I know he will win. It is something he has worked hard on and has wanted for a long time. And if I’m sick for a few more days, I’ll get lucky, and my parents will quarantine my part of the house. 
 
    “Damn straight.” He barks a laugh. “Think you will get out of the charity?” 
 
    “Pretty sure.” I nod even though he can’t see me. “As long as this bug lasts a few more days.” I drink more soup. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Much better. Just really hungry now.” I wedge the phone between my ear and shoulder so I can pick up the bowl to down the rest of my soup. 
 
    “Take it easy. I don’t want you getting sick again like you did this morning.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ll stick to light stuff until this passes. Fiona will make sure of it.” I yawn. 
 
    I’m tired again already? 
 
    “You should get some sleep. If this bug passes, pretend you’re still sick and sneak over here to me. Please?” 
 
    “I will, Chamberlain. I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you, too, Katie.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    “Dream of me, baby.” We hang up, and I hold my phone to my chest and curl back up under my covers. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I HATE THIS absolutely, completely hate this. For the last six mornings in a row, I have thrown up, and then, by that night, I’m starving. Fiona had her eyes on me with concern and suspicion every time she fed me. 
 
    I gorge myself and then throw it all up. I’ve dragged myself through my daily routine every day because I needed to do something. 
 
    I miss Chamberlain. I even miss Scott in our class. The one nice thing is that Lizzy and Amber now leave me alone. Since I went nuts on Lizzy at Scott’s party, they have steered clear of me. 
 
    I talk to Chamberlain every chance he gets to call me. During the day, he is busy with meetings, interviews, and other things along with his training. At night is his only down time, so that is when we talk until I’m ready for bed. 
 
    Thankfully, Zoey and my parents have stayed clear of me. The downside is that Fiona had to leave for a few days. I’m not sure when she is coming back. She has a sister in New Hampshire who fell ill and had no one else to help her and take care of her. Fiona was reluctant to leave, but I told her I would be fine. 
 
    It’s a little lonely, though. It’s Thursday night, my classes are over, and my dance class is done. I hurried home, but I’m not sure why. I have the kitchen to myself. 
 
    I’m not as tired as I was with the first few days of this bug, and I’m starting to think it is finally passing. Now, if the queasy feeling in the morning would pass, I would be great and back on top of my game. 
 
    It did work to keep my mother and sister away. On day three, my mother decided they would stay on their end of the house and told Fiona not to let me in the kitchen. She also told her to deliver their food to their end of the house; they refuse to come over here. 
 
    Score! 
 
    I heat up some lasagna that Fiona made for me before she left and eat quietly in the kitchen. I look around the room and finally settle on my purse, which I just started carrying around. I realize it tipped over on the floor and the contents spilled out. 
 
    “Crud.” I put my food aside and get down on my hands and knees to pick everything up. My wallet, sunglasses, ChapStick, keys, and … 
 
    I fall back, my bottom hitting my heels as I stare at the object in my hand. 
 
    “Tampon,” I say aloud to myself. Something isn’t sitting right with me. I try to recall when I last had my period. I’m not on any birth control. Stupid, I know. I never got around to it, and since Chamberlain and I are always using protection, I put it off. 
 
    “Hmm?” Shrugging, I put the tampon back into my purse and return to my meal. But my body is telling me something is off as I try to eat. 
 
    “Throwing up.” For the past few weeks, I have been throwing up every morning. 
 
    “Insatiable hunger.” I’m eating as much as Chamberlain and Scott do. 
 
    “Fatigue.” I’ve been insanely tired, not for the last two mornings, but I have. 
 
    “And …” I look down at my chest. This morning while I was in the shower, I went to wash my chest and pulled back with a hiss at the pain that came from the simple, daily touch. 
 
    For the second time in a matter of minutes, I fall back. This time my back hits the chair with a thud. “Could I be?” 
 
    I stare down at my food, not feeling hungry in the least now. A ball of nerves forms in the pit of my stomach. I don’t even feel like I’m touching anything; I’m floating in a space of uncertainty. 
 
    I’m on complete autopilot mode as I take care of the rest of my food for later and travel up to my room. I instantly go to my desk and pull out my planner. Since I’m not on anything, I’ve always kept track of my periods to be on the safe side. I didn’t want to be without something just in case it came during an event or whatever my parents may drag me to. 
 
    “Twenty-five. Twenty-six. Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Oh.” The day I was supposed to start was nearly two weeks ago. “I’m late.” 
 
    This can’t be happening. 
 
    I fall onto my bed and stare blankly up at the ceiling. “Pregnant?” I utter the question in complete disbelief. 
 
    How is it possible? 
 
    Chamberlain and I always made sure we used a condom. I put myself at risk for not getting on something. I bury my face in my ice-cold hands and shake. Pulling back, I lift my head to gaze down at my flat stomach and place a trembling hand on the lower part. 
 
    I could possibly have a baby growing in there. 
 
    It’s a bittersweet feeling. I want a family, but I’m too young. And then Chamberlain … 
 
    God, Chamberlain! What is he going to say? We haven’t even said ‘I love you’ to each other yet. I sit up and start rocking back and forth on the edge of my bed to settle my shot nerves. 
 
    Chamberlain’s ringtone startles me when it starts to ring. My shaking is uncontrollable as I grab it and answer. “Hey,” I say softly, proud that I can actually form syllables. 
 
    “God, I miss you.” He moans into the phone. “Come here now. I need my girl.” Normally, his pouting would make me smile, but I can’t form one. 
 
    “I need you, too.” 
 
    More than you know. 
 
    I can’t tell him yet; it would throw him off, and I’m not one-hundred-percent certain yet. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a lot on my mind right now. I’m pretty sure I’m out of the charity event. I’m trying to get through my schoolwork and the recital. And I’m missing you like crazy.” 
 
    “I know, but you don’t sound like yourself,” he explains. 
 
    “I still don’t feel the greatest,” I mutter, picking at my duvet. 
 
    “If you don’t feel better by tomorrow morning, will you please go to the doctor?” 
 
    I love that he is caring. “I will …” 
 
    “I’ll be right there, Gwen.” 
 
    I bristle; the ease he was just creating is gone. “Gwen’s there?” 
 
    “Yeah, she came to help Tuesday and is staying for the fight. Katie, I have to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    I sag. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “Yeah, good …” The call cuts. “… night.” I toss the phone next to me and get ready for bed. On top of this whole possible pregnancy, now I have to worry about Gwen being there by his side instead of me. 
 
    After doing my nightly routine, I put my phone on the charger next to my bed and pull Chamberlain’s hoodie on before crawling into bed. I lie on my side and drape a hand over my stomach. I smile weakly as it wobbles on my face. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    I MANAGED TO get up, dressed, make my breakfast, eat it, and get out the door without any nausea. It was far too quiet this morning. Diana made breakfast for the others and left me to do my own thing as she rushed out the door. She never came back. I look like I’m still sick. 
 
    My breakfast went down with ease, and I am halfway to the center when the nausea and gurgling began. I manage to make it to the parking lot before my breakfast of oatmeal comes back up with some of last night’s dinner. It isn’t as bad as it has been, but it is still horrible. 
 
    I’m not as weak as I have been either. When I’m sure that I’m done, I wipe my mouth and grab a piece of gum before heading into the center to do my workout and my class. 
 
    As I run, I wonder if I’ll be able to continue to work out if I am pregnant. I’m sure the running is no problem because I see pregnant women running all the time. And then there is the lifting - I’ll probably have to cut back on it to make sure I don’t put too much stress on my body. I don’t want to give it up completely because I want to keep my body in motion, but I wonder if it is safe for a baby. 
 
    I work through everything in silence with no music. I need to figure everything out. My parents will completely lose it once they find out, but nothing they can do or say will change my mind. 
 
    Chamberlain has already asked me, several times, to move in with him and Scott. I’m still a little hesitant about telling him. I kept our texts short and simple first thing this morning. He knows I’m still not feeling the greatest. And I’m still not one-hundred-percent sure I am pregnant. I need to get some tests after I’m done today. 
 
    Once I’m done with my workout, I grab my bag and down my bottle of water as I walk to the dance room. I have some fun music picked out for the girls today. They need a break after all the hard work they have put in this week and dealing with me not being on the top of my game. I have the soundtrack to Disney’s Tangled, so the girls should have a lot of fun with it. 
 
    The girls are lively and full of excitement through our lesson. My cheeks ache from laughing and smiling at their silliness. I love these little girls. My sickness fades away as we get lost in our various dances, and before I know it, we are done for the week. Parents come in to collect their daughters, and I get my things packed away. 
 
    “Remember to think of Chamberlain tomorrow night, girls,” I announce before they leave. They all love Chamberlain and Scott. The two of them have become common figures around here, especially if I want to show the girls some moves that can be done with a strong partner. I think some of the older girls in my evening class are going to try to talk some boys into joining so they can have the same fun. 
 
    “We will,” they all say in unison. 
 
    When I leave, I head to a small convenient store by Chamberlain’s house. It’s safer to go there. There is no way anyone would recognize me or see me who know my parents. I’m dazzled and confused at all the different pregnancy tests looking back at me when I locate them. Some advertise to be the best, but there are still so many. 
 
    “Do you need some help, miss?” I dart to the left to find a woman with two little ones in a stroller. 
 
    “There are so many.” 
 
    “There are.” She laughs. “First time?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say shyly. 
 
    “I took this one with these two.” She grabs a blue box and hands it to me. “And this.” She grabs a book. “It helps explain so much for your first child. Any morning sickness?” 
 
    “Yes?” I repeat, but this time in a question. 
 
    “Ginger crackers should help. They are over there.” She points across the store just as one of her kids starts to scream. 
 
    “Thank you.” I offer her a warm smile. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Good luck and congratulations.” She returns my smile with one of her own before walking away to tend to her child. 
 
    I find the crackers and pay for my purchases to head home. On my way, my phone rings, but it isn’t Chamberlain as I hoped. It’s Fiona. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Much better.” I try to sound happy. I’m nervous about all of this. I don’t want to tell anyone until I know for sure. 
 
    “You sound better. Did you go out today?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve done pretty well this week.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I’ve been so worried about you. Are you eating everything that I made for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She’s the best. 
 
    “What would I do without you?” 
 
    “I don’t even want to think about that, K.C.,” she scolds. “I should be home in a couple of days. My sister is doing much better.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” I pull into my parents’ long driveway. “Tell her I say hi and that I’m glad she is okay.” 
 
    “I will. Are they leaving you alone?” 
 
    “Yes. I haven’t seen them since before you left.” I park my car. “I’m home now. I don’t want them to hear me talking, so I’ll talk to you later, Fiona.” 
 
    “Okay, baby doll. Have a good evening.” 
 
    “You too. I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you, too.” 
 
    I managed to get into the house and up to my room without running into anyone. I put the test on my bed and the crackers and book on my nightstand. I open the box and pull out the instructions. It says that it is best to take the test first thing in the morning. My hormone levels will be at their highest with my first pee. It also says the blood tests work better, but these are good for home and then to call my OB/GYN. 
 
    After I’ve made sure I know what I need to do, I sneak down to the kitchen and quickly throw something together for dinner. I panic when I hear the clacking of heels on the floor downstairs when I’m halfway up to my room. 
 
    I settle on top of my bed with my meal and at book that I start to read. For the rest of the night, I stay tucked away in my room. It’s best to stay put until my parents and sister leave early tomorrow afternoon to get ready for the charity. I have never been so grateful for the fact that they never get ready at home. 
 
    A half an hour later, Chamberlain’s ringtone fills my quieted room. His excitement is contagious, making my unease about my secret easier to deal with. I’m getting to him tomorrow; I will be there for his fight, and I have a surprise. 
 
    “Damn Katie, I’m so fucking ready for this fight!” he roars. 
 
    I pull the phone away and giggle. “I know you are. Did you meet your opponent today?” They had to weigh in this afternoon.  
 
    “Yes. He is pretty cocky.” He laughs. I can imagine him sitting back and running a hand through his hair, which makes me wonder. 
 
    “You didn’t shave your head, did you?” 
 
    “No, baby, I didn’t.” He growls. “I’m keeping it long enough for you to grab hold of when I pound into your tight little body.” 
 
    I shift to try to ease the ache that he causes in me. “I miss you,” I whisper. I want nothing more than what he promises, but I want to be in his presence more. 
 
    “I miss you too. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better …” I trail off; I don’t want to say anything else. 
 
    “But? I hear a but in there.” 
 
    “But I’m still not …” 
 
    Oh, what do I say? 
 
    “Just get better, panda. When I get home Sunday, I will want my girl.” 
 
    “I will, I promise. It will pass.” And from what I’ve read so far, it should pass in a couple of months. “You be safe tomorrow. Don’t try to prove yourself too much.” 
 
    “I’ve got this.” He sounds so certain. 
 
    I know he does. 
 
    “I’ll be thinking of you when I get into that ring. See if you can find it on TV, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Even though I plan to drive as quickly as I can to get to Worchester tomorrow as soon as I know it is clear to leave the house. I hear Scott and Gwen in the background, putting a damper on my mood. 
 
    “I’ll have Gwen record it on my phone for you, too, all right?” 
 
    “All right.” I try my best not to groan at the thought of Gwen in his corner. 
 
    “I’ve got to get to this late meeting, Katie. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Have a good night. I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you too, baby.” He breathes sadly into the phone. “Good night. Dream of me.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    I PACE THE length of my bedroom as I wait for the test sitting across from me in my bathroom to finish up. 
 
    Am I ready to be a parent? 
 
    I take a deep breath as I stop in front of the door to my bathroom and wait for my timer to go off. I really don’t want to worry Chamberlain about any of this. With his fight tonight, I don’t want his head to be off his game and lose the focus he has spent so much time working on. But I’m nervous that if I don’t tell him right away he will be mad. I don’t want to do this alone, but I will if I have to. 
 
    My phone buzzes, indicating five minutes have passed. Slowly, I make my way over to my vanity with my eyes closed. 
 
    You can do this, K.C. 
 
    I open my right eye and focus on the test before opening my left. There are two pink lines, meaning. I’m. Pregnant. 
 
    Wow! 
 
    I fall into the chair at my vanity in a complete state of shock. It’s one hundred percent now. Well, until I get to a doctor’s office. 
 
    I’m going to be a mom. 
 
    My phone decides to go off at the moment. I’m still in shock as I look at it. 
 
    Chamberlain: Morning, panda. Wish you were here. 
 
    Biting my lip, I close my eyes and shake my head. 
 
    Why couldn’t I just be with him right now? 
 
    Why didn’t I leave last night and fall asleep in his arms? 
 
    Who cares about my parents and Zoey? 
 
    I don’t matter to them, and they sure don’t mean anything to me. 
 
    Me: Me too. 
 
    I look back at the test. 
 
    A baby? 
 
    Chamberlain and my baby. 
 
    Am I ready for this? 
 
    No, I’m not, but I don’t have a choice now. All I can do is hope and pray that Chamberlain will be right there by my side. A small smile dances across my face. A little baby who looks like Chamberlain and myself. That thought relaxes me in the smallest of ways. My parents are going to flip, but it doesn’t scare me. Chamberlain will protect us. 
 
    Us. 
 
    I place a hand over my lower belly; it’s not just me anymore. 
 
    Chamberlain: What’s wrong, Katie? 
 
    I get up and get myself ready for the day. I start to formulate a plan on how to handle my parents when all of this comes to light. I will be disowned for sure. I smile at the thought. It will be wonderful to get away from the burden the Cunningham name brings. 
 
    Me: Nothing, just really missing you. I’d rather be there. Win, stud. 
 
    Chamberlain: Plan on it, baby. ;) 
 
    God, I love him, and I will tell him that tonight - after he wins and before I tell him about the baby. 
 
    I relax and do some homework throughout the day and read more of the pregnancy book. It is likely that I’m only around four or five weeks already. The book says that the first appointment isn’t until around eight weeks and most parents don’t tell anyone until twelve. I’m going to have to find an OB/GYN. The book also states that the first appointment has an ultrasound with it. That excites me. Even though I know the baby won’t look like much yet, I’ll still get the first glimpse of my child. 
 
    The morning and afternoon flies by, and the next thing I know, it is four o’clock and I’ve finished the book. I make my way over to my balcony, and covertly look down at the driveway and watch Zoey and my parents get into the Town Car and drive off. 
 
    I’m free. I decide to wait an half hour before I take off because I don’t want anyone to get suspicious. The next thirty minutes drag. “I need to get to Chamberlain.” If I make good time, I could get there before his fight. I throw some clothes into a bag, along with my camera. I pull on Chamberlain’s hoodie, and I’m ready to leave. 
 
    I rush down the stairs and out the door in the kitchen to my car. I’m not worried about my parents now. The only thing I received today from them was a text message from my mother expressing how much of a disappointment I was to her for not coming tonight. I never replied. 
 
    Once in my car, I plug in the address of the venue Chamberlain is fighting at and get on the road. Thankfully, traffic is relatively light, and I get out of Boston with ease. Chamberlain’s fight isn’t until six, so I should make it. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    BY THE TIME I get to Worchester, navigate my way to the venue, arrive, and find parking, the fight has already started. I don’t have a ticket to get in, but the guy at the front door knows me from the gym in Boston. 
 
    I’m so happy that he lets me in with a wide smile. “He was tearing shit up with how upset …” He is cut off by the raging crowd inside. “You’d better hurry, K.C. It sounds like your guy is beating the shit out of his opponent.” He nods me in, not keeping me with more small talk. 
 
    My heart races at an alarming rate as I make my way through the crowd at the concession and into the main arena. I climb the stairs and get to the fourth level up when I look down and find him. I start to make my way down when I freeze. Standing next to Scott, in barely any clothes, is Gwen. Her eyes are big and wide as she cheers for Chamberlain. I knew she would be here, but seeing her in barely anything chills my blood. Whenever she came to the fights that I was at, she always wore more clothes. And to top it off, she isn’t even recording the fight. Go figure. 
 
    Did Chamberlain even ask her to? 
 
    I’m a little angrier when I see that her scraps of clothing are black and white. 
 
    I focus back on Chamberlain. He’s in his element. He dodges a jab and then goes in fists swinging at his opponent. I’m so transfixed by his movement that I’m not really paying attention to who is winning. I’m rooted in my spot high up above by the exit, looking down and watching him. He is the one winning, just as I knew he would be. He’s trained so hard for this. His dreams are finally coming true in this ring. I’m not sure what round we are watching, but I don’t care. He’s winning this. 
 
    Chamberlain slams a right hook into the side of the other guy’s head, toppling him over. His opponent falls to the canvas with a thud, and Chamberlain remains in fighting mode, boxer shuffle and fists raised to protect his face, waiting for more. The referee comes in and checks the other fighter. 
 
    He stands and over a roaring crowd, he announces. “Winner by knockout, Chamberlain ‘The Predator’ Lawrence!” 
 
    I cheer and clap with the rest of the spectators as he grins around his mouth guard and makes his way over to his corner. I start to walk again, only to stop short as I watch Gwen fling herself into his arms. And. She. Kisses. Him! 
 
    I stumble back into somebody, who pushes me to get out of his way. 
 
    What? 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    NO! 
 
    This can’t happen! 
 
    I thought he loved me or at least cared deeply for me. His actions said so, but this? My heart fractures into millions of pieces as I watch him give into the kiss and one of his thick arms move… 
 
    The crowd flares up around me, cheering wildly and effectively blocking my sight of the scene that is breaking my heart happen before me. I ache, literally inside and feel a heavy pressure consume my heart. 
 
    How … how could he do this? 
 
    I love him, and I was so certain he loved me. Well, I guess I was fooled. I reach up to catch a tear that falls. It is unwelcome. Shaking my head and containing myself, I turn and come face to face with Lizzy and a smug Amber.  
 
    “I told you. He will always go back to her.” I don’t answer her. Instead, I shove past both of them, running out of the arena, and I don’t stop until I’m at my car. 
 
    How could I be so stupid? 
 
    Of course, a guy like Chamberlain would play with a little, innocent, rich girl like me, my mind screams at me. But my heart, strangely, doesn’t agree. I get back on the road and race home without a second thought. 
 
    I ignore my phone the whole way as Chamberlain’s ringtone fills my car. I can’t handle answering right now. 
 
    How dare he call me after he kisses another! 
 
    I slam my fist against the steering wheel as I let out a scream. The pain tears through me and out my mouth. It only gets worse as “Cry Me a River” by Justin Timberlake comes over the radio. 
 
    I guess I really am truly alone in the world. Halfway home, I have calmed a small fraction. I lean back in my seat and rest a hand on my belly. “I promise to take care of you, baby, no matter what. No one will take you from me.” 
 
    My phone goes off again. I reach for it and shut it off completely. I’m not ready to deal with Chamberlain. I’m upset, broken hearted, and my anger is slowly growing. I’ll give it a few days … 
 
    By the time I get home, it’s late and far too quiet even for this house. I can’t wait until Fiona comes home. I miss her and need the comfort she can only give me. I go down to her room and grab the afghan off her couch to take up to my room. 
 
    I slowly make my way up to my room and come to an abrupt stop when I see my door adjar and light coming into the otherwise darkened hallway. Opening the door, I peer in to find my mother sitting on my bed; my father’s back is to me, and Zoey is grinning viciously from her spot on my desk. 
 
    My father turns when he hears the door open. “Where the hell have you been?” His voice is filled with an anger that I’ve never heard, and there is a slight slur to his words as well. 
 
    “Nowhere.” I mutter as I make my way into the room. 
 
    “Bullshit!” he shouts, storming over to me, he grabs my shoulders roughly. “Were you even going to tell us, Katherine?” 
 
    “Tell you what?” My voice is flat, emotionless; I have nothing left. 
 
    “About this you little slut!” My mother stands, throwing my pregnancy test and the book at my feet. “You are to get rid of it!” 
 
    “Carol, back away, let me handle this.” My father snarls and glares at her until she sits and turns his hate filled eyes back to me. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” I shake his hands off me and look all of them in the eye in turn. “I will not get rid of my child.” My voice holds more power in it than it ever had before when I’ve talked to either of my parents. 
 
    I look at Zoey; I know she’s the one behind them finding all this. She’s been acting strange. I knew she was up to no good when I caught her in my room a few months ago. “Congratulations, feel better now that you’ve stabbed me in the back? I gave you Timothy, and this is how you repay me?” My voice remains deadly calm, which seems to wipe the grin off her face. I know she’s the one who told; she broke into my room no doubt about it. She finally breaks eye contact with me and looks away. 
 
    “You will get rid of that thing, Katherine,” my mother yells and then she turns on her insanely high heels and marches over to the side of my bed, digging under the mattress and pulls out what she was looking for. “Not only that, but you lied to us about this. Douglas ...”She hands my textbooks to my father. He looks even angrier now. 
 
    “I will not get rid of my child, mother.” I put a protective hand over my belly. 
 
    My father is quiet as he looks through my textbook and then walks to my window, shaking his head in thought. 
 
    This can’t be good. 
 
    “Douglas, tell her!” my mother wails. 
 
    “Shut up, Carol!” He strokes his chin. After a few moments, he turns back to me. “You have until morning to pack whatever you can and then you are to leave this house.” 
 
    “And were will I go?” I square my shoulders. I refuse to back down and I will not take anything from them. 
 
    “Denver,” he plainly states. I hear my mother gasp behind me. 
 
    What? 
 
    “Why there?” I’m confused as well as angry. 
 
    “You have an aunt there; you will live with her since you both seem to be such failures in this family.” My father walks past me and collects my mother. “You are to leave your phone, computer, and anything else of that manner, and only take clothes and essentials.” With that, they leave the room. Only Zoey remains. 
 
    She prances up to me. “Don’t worry; I won’t repeat your stupid mistakes.” She glares at my belly. “That’s what you get for making me look like a fool. People take pity on me now, thinking that Timothy is only with me for the sake of the families. Bitch,” she hisses as she shoves me and skips out. “Have fun!” 
 
    I fall back to my bed and stare at nothing. 
 
    What has become of my life? 
 
    What am I going to do? 
 
    I don’t know how long I sit there for, but my butt slowly loses feeling and starts to throb, prompting me out of my daze. 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I get up and get my bags from my closet and the one I already packed earlier. I pack everything; as many clothes as I can, along with all my hygiene products, my books, thankful I had bought my camera and tablet on my own. 
 
    The tears continue to fall as I zip up one of the bags. I look at my pillows and find the stuffed panda sitting there. I grab it and regard it before shoving it into my last bag along with Fiona’s afghan and the box that holds my bracelet from Chamberlain. 
 
    Chamberlain. 
 
    His name hits me even harder than ever before. I’ll never see him again. I zip up the other bag and drop to my bed. I’m still in Chamberlain’s hoodie. His scent is slowly fading from it, but I can’t bring myself to remove it. 
 
    This is not where I saw my life going this morning. A little house somewhere with Chamberlain and our child, filled with happiness is what I wanted. But instead, I’m wrecked with a broken heart and disowned by my family. I curl into a small ball and cry myself to sleep. 
 
   
  
 

 XOXO 
 
    THIS MORNING, I woke early with red eyes and dragged my bags down to the front door where my father and his driver waited. The only thing my father said to me was the name of my aunt. Jacqueline Cunningham. After a quick breakfast, the driver packed my bags into the car as my father handed me my ticket and walked away, out of my life for good. 
 
    The ride to the airport is quiet. I only run my hand over my still flat belly; it was the only thing to calm me. I hope my aunt is nothing like my parents. I pray that she is kind, warm, and loving. 
 
    I get through security rather quickly and take my seat in coach when my flight was called. I watch out the window as we taxi to the runway and take off. Boston grows smaller and soon fades away. Denver is going to be my home now; for me and my baby. 
 
    Instead of letting depressing thought of my parents, Zoey, and Chamberlain get the better of me and I cry the whole flight, I turn my attention to what I’m going to need to get done with doctor’s appointments and finding things the baby will need. A tiny spark of hope floats into my heart. I rub my belly some more and I vow to remain strong from myself and my child. 
 
    When my flight lands, I collect my bags to make my way out of the Denver airport and stop when I find an older woman with graying blond hair pulled back in a tight French knot in a suit holding a sign that says “Katherine.” I’m taken aback by how much I look like her. 
 
    “Aunt Jacqueline?” 
 
    A warm smile comes to her face as she drops the sign and pulls me into a hug. “It’s Aunt Jackie, Katherine.” She squeezes me. “I’m so glad I finally get to meet you. I just wish it was under different and better circumstances.” 
 
    “It’s K.C. and me as well.” I hug her back. Her body warms my cold one. 
 
    “Let’s get you home.” 
 
    Home? 
 
    Yes, home. A new home for my baby and me. Her bright blue eyes glitter at me as she grabs one of my bags and directs me out to a waiting car where another woman waits. She looks the same age but completely opposite of my aunt. Her brown hair is the curliest I’ve ever seen and goes everywhere. Her chocolate brown eyes are filled with happiness. She is also shorter than both my aunt and I are and a little curvier. 
 
    “You must be Katherine?” She runs to me and wraps me in a hug. “It’s so nice to meet you, beautiful girl.” 
 
    “It’s K.C.” I pat her back, taken by surprise. 
 
    “Oh! My manners! I’m Karmin.” She jumps back and offers me her hand. “I’m your aunt’s partner.” 
 
    It clicks into place. I couldn’t figure out how my aunt was a failure to the Cunningham family and I hadn’t heard of her. It plagued me on what she did and it is just like me. She failed because of who she chose to love. The Cunninghams will do anything to protect their stupid family name. Who cares who we love? What we love? And how we want to live our lives? 
 
    On the way to their house, they tell me about themselves. Aunt Jackie is a high power attorney and Karmin is a homemaker. They both promise to help me with the baby, getting me back into school, and finding a job when the time comes. 
 
    I stare out the window and sigh, content that I’m finally where I belong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    PRESENT 
 
    “And there you have it.” I wipe the stray tear from rolling down my cheek. “I haven’t seen or heard from anyone since.” I stare out the window as we drive into my aunts’ neighborhood. 
 
    “Wow.” Beth’s voice is a broken whisper. I turn and find her crying as well. “I’m so sorry.” She hugs me. 
 
    I pat her hand and smile. “It’s okay. I have a good life here. Who knew having a baby would bring me to my aunts, who are more of a mother to me.” I dry my eyes. “Then I got you eight months later when my water broke in the grocery store.” We laugh. 
 
    She was a complete stranger, who stopped what she was doing to help get me to the hospital and stayed by my side while I delivered a healthy seven pound, three ounce baby girl with blond curls and deep blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m thankful for what I have now. Even if I wish my precious baby had a daddy.” I kiss Beth’s cheek when the car pulls into the driveway. We get out and head into the house after waving the driver off. 
 
    “I’m glad I finally know everything. My heart bleeds for you, K.C. It sounded like what you and Chamberlain had was real.” 
 
    “I thought so, too.” We walk into the living room finding Aunt Jackie and Karmin watching a movie. “That’s why I will never date. I don’t need a guy.” 
 
    “You two are back early.” Aunt Jackie pauses the movie and looks over the back of the couch at us. 
 
    “I’m going to go call Bobby real quick.” Beth excuses herself and walks down the hallway to the kitchen. 
 
    I turn back to my aunts. “Chamberlain was there, and he saw me.” I come around and sit in the armchair caddy corner to them. “I had to get away.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet girl.” Karmin gets up and comes over to give me a hug. 
 
    “I’m guessing Beth knows everything now?” Aunt Jackie tucks a leg under her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” She smiles. “And don’t worry, he’ll be gone soon.” 
 
    I shrug. “You should have seen the look in his eyes when he saw me.” I shake my head and look at my hands. “It was like a weight was lifted off him as he focused on me. Like a missing piece was found …” I frown. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Men.” Karmin puffs and walks back over to the couch. 
 
    Beth joins us, and we head up to my room. “It was the condoms that Lizzy wanted to use with Scott, right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I pull my dress off and change into my pajamas. 
 
    “Well, you said you heard her and Amber talking about trapping Scott with damaged condoms. You and Chamberlain must have ended up with them.” 
 
    I never thought about it. I tried not to think about it. I have my precious little girl and that’s all that matters now. “Pool day tomorrow? I think we could use some relaxing.” 
 
    “I completely agree.” Every emotion finally catches up to me, draining my body. Beth offers to stay the night to which I agree. She steals some of my clothes and heads to the guest bedroom while I finish changing. 
 
    After I’m done, I walk over to the door that joins my room to a room completely pink and fluffy. I walk quietly over to my little princess, who is sound asleep, hugging an old stuffed panda. The only thing in this room that isn’t pink. 
 
    I kiss her forehead and pick her up to carry her back to my room. She doesn’t move or wake. I cuddle us under the covers. Her light blond hair fans out on my pillow, blending with mine where you can’t tell where my hair stops and hers begins. Under her beautiful long lashes hold two deep blue eyes that gutted me the first time I saw them. They are her daddy’s eyes, and I cherish them every day. She’s my perfection. My heart. My love. My life. 
 
    “Mommy loves you so very much, Marissa.” I pull her into my arms and kiss her warm cheek. “I will always love you, baby doll, no matter what.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END … FOR NOW 
 
      
 
    Stay tune for The Predator Part Two. 
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 A Special look at Part Two 
 
    The Predator Series 
 
    Part Two 
 
    By: Brooke May 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chamberlain 
 
    Holy fucking shit! 
 
    I dig the heels of my hands into my eyes, but it does nothing to erase the image of ice blue eyes from my mind. 
 
    She’s here. In Denver. 
 
    “Fuck.” My back hits the locker behind the bench I slammed my ass onto after I made my way back here after my fight. My Katie is here and she came to see me fight. Where the hell has she been for the last, what, four years? “Fuck.” I mutter once more and close my eyes, letting the cold temperature of the locker cool my head. 
 
    Never in a million and one years would have I thought that coming to Denver, two thousand miles away from home, I would find my girl. My missing piece. My panda. And most importantly, the only woman I want for the rest of my life. 
 
    Denver is one of my last stops on the whole tour deal before the championship in Vegas. Then it would be home to Boston to my giant warehouse home, by myself. Well, not completely. If you include Scott and my cook living on the floor below, but still, I’m alone. 
 
    Always alone. 
 
    Scott has never understood why I bought the warehouse and turned it into my home slash gym and I don’t care explaining to him. The thought of someday having Katie come back to me, drove me to buy it. It isn’t a huge warehouse, but big enough to house a full gym with a fighting ring on the ground floor and an underground garage that houses my cars and bikes. The second floor is divided into two apartments; one is Scott’s and the other belongs to my cook. They pay nothing to live there. I won’t ever accept money from them for it. 
 
    The whole third floor is mine; an open plan for my living room, dining room, and kitchen with four bedrooms and three bathrooms. So much more than what I ever had in my life. 
 
    When I bought it, I had a family in mind to live there. A family with Katie and for the longest time that dream seemed to just be what it was, a dream. But now, I plan on making it come true. My house is scarcely decorated, only a few pictures around the whole place. Pictures of my parents and grandparents, and then there are the pictures I had taken of Katie when we were together. My favorite one sits on my bedside table; it’s of her and me at Bash Bish Falls. That was an amazing week in more ways than one. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    I was so pumped for this fight. I knew I would take my opponent with no problems. I’ve fought him before. He hasn’t gotten any better. That drives me crazy. Some of the boxers I’ve come to know work their asses off, like me, to stay on the top of their game while others just get by and soaked up the attention instead. That was this opponent, he has settled into his role, keeping up his strength just enough to get fights, but too busy otherwise with partying and women. 
 
    My moves and technique was flawless; I wore him down and went in and took him down before he knew what hit him. He was easy, almost too easy. I really wish Scott could take them into giving me tougher opponents. Ever since I became the champ last season, they’ve only handed me the easy guys to show that I’m still on top of my game. I want a challenge. I want to actually fight for it. 
 
    And just as the ref was declaring me the winner a buzz, a feeling that I hadn’t felt in forever and never thought I would again, took hold of my body. I turned my gaze from the fans cheering for me to the front, center row where she sat. 
 
    Katie. 
 
    No matter how much time has passed since I last saw her, I will always be able to find her in a crowd. She was standing before me, barely clapping while she stared up at me with wide ice blue eyes, the eyes that used to hold so much love for me. I could tell the moment she realized I was watching her. For the first time in nearly four years, my dick jumped to life. I’m still straining in my shorts. 
 
    “Glad to see you’re still alive.” I grumble down to my tented shorts. 
 
    Her sun blond hair is now longer than it used to be and her sexy little body was incased in my fight colors; black and white. She’s still very much my little panda. She never knew this, but I never had any set colors until I met her. The first day I saw her; I went out and blew my whole paycheck on everything I needed in black and white. After she had disappeared, black and white haunted my whole life just like her memory has.  
 
    Never once did I think to change any of it though. Even if I did it would be too much now. My kitchen; black and white, my cars and bikes; black and white, hell even most of my clothes are black and white.  
 
    Not only did she change my choice of colors, but she changed my world. I never thought I would care so much about one person or love something I did, still do, her after I lost my mom. I shared more with Katie than I ever did with anyone else, besides Scott. But that fucker has known me forever. 
 
    I couldn’t break the trance she had me under. It was ripped away when she quickly grabbed the little redhead who was standing and cheering next to her. As much as I wanted to stop her right there, I couldn’t. I had too many people around me and fans would have stopped me. 
 
    I did get a good look at that body of hers. I had checked her out before she got the chance to retreat; the back and front are both incredible sights. I knew that body well and I know when I see a change to it. She has more distinguished curve to her waist and hips now, where there used to only be subtle curves. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    And her tits looked fucking amazing. She was around a ‘B’ cup when we dated, just little things that I loved to play with. But now, boy have those babies grown. It makes me wonder if she is even dancing anymore. My head tilted and watched her perfectly round ass move under the black material of her dress. Her legs were tanned and toned beauties that I want wrapped around me again. I loved see her with some color, Katie used to be pale. Now, she isn’t, she is tan, sun-kissed, reminding me of honey and that makes my mouth water for a simple taste of her. 
 
    There was something different about her, but still the same. When she looked at me, I could see the same Katie in there who I loved. Hell, I still love her. Yet, her eyes held a stronger resolve that was never there before. In truth, it was slowly growing there but now, now it is there in full force, like she is protecting something. 
 
    Possibly her heart. 
 
    I kick myself all the fucking time for never telling her that I loved her when I had the chance. She said it to me and that changed my whole world. That night, in my grandparents’ cottage, my heart started beating only for her. It killed me that she couldn’t remember saying it to me, but it still brought light to my life. She left with my heart and I want nothing more than to own hers like she does mine. 
 
    With my song, “Animals” by Maroon 5, playing through the whole room it gets my blood pumping even more. I felt possessive, if I didn’t have so many fucking people in my way I would have been down there in front of her, devouring her lips with a kiss that would remind her that she is mine and that what we had together was once in a lifetime love and would always be there. 
 
    When she ran out of the arena while dragging her friend, I quickly looked to Scott, who was watching the whole thing. He had a shocked look on his face; his mouth hung open along with a glint in his eyes. He looked up to me and I nodded to her. He gave me a shit-eating grin as he talked to Christopher, my assigned concierge, who then took off in a run to try and catch the girls. 
 
    Katie and I need to talk and it’s going to be a long one. And after everything is said, I’m never letting her go again. 
 
    I was on my way back to the locker room when he came back empty handed, causing my temper to rise. Why would she come to watch me fight and not want to talk to me? I mean, fuck, I went through hell trying to find her and nothing was ever found. Private investigators couldn’t dig anything up on where she ran to or where her parents possibly shipped her off to. The fucking Cunningham’s know how to cover their tracks too well. 
 
    For a while, I thought that maybe she had an accident, but nothing was ever released on it and deep in my broken heart I knew she was out there somewhere, safe. I just had to find her. I don’t know how many days I actually drove to her parents’ house and stood at the gates yelling her name through them, hoping, and praying she would come walking out one day. I would leave, defeated, every day hoarse, tired, and broken. It was like she just dropped off the face of the planet. Her phone had been shut off and I felt stupid for never having her email address. She didn’t have any social media accounts and over the years, I have checked from time to time by entering every name I could think of that she would use and never once did I find her. 
 
    The night that I won my first fight, I went to the hotel room right away to call her and tried a million times. I was so pissed and upset she couldn’t be there with me. I wanted my beauty with me while I won and I couldn’t have it. I knew when I tried to call her the first time she would answer and it shocked me that she never did. I lost track of how many times I tried calling her that night, forgoing the party my friends wanted to have for me and try to reach her. I couldn’t wait to tell her and get back to her. I left Scott Sunday morning to get back to Boston and Katie. 
 
    Boy was I surprised to come home and find in the days that followed from a reliable source that she was gone. 
 
    Vanished. 
 
    Without a single word Katie was gone from my life. 
 
    “She said she never wanted to speak to you again, Mr. Lawrence.” Christopher had explained to me as we walked to the locker room. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “She seemed pretty upset, sir.” He offered weakly. My nostrils flared as my temper rose to an all-time high. 
 
    Like that makes me feel better. 
 
    She is upset about something, but what could she possibly be upset about? 
 
    Scott snorted with disgust next to me. “He should be the only one upset here. If she…” 
 
    “Enough, Scott.” I had cut him off. NO one and I mean no one outside of myself, him, and Katie should know what I went through and continue to torture myself daily with trying to figure out where she went. I thought for sure now that her dad announced his plans for the presidency, she would resurface, but she hadn’t yet. 
 
    Hell, I made a point to read and watch every single one of his interviews and anything of him on the news in the hope of seeing or hearing about her. Not a single reporter ever asked about his oldest daughter; only her mom and sister. That smug, asshole face of Douglas Cunningham is burned into my mind. I knew her parents were a piece of work once I met them, but I never thought they would actually do away with their oldest daughter. Katie was sweet, innocent, and full of so much love, I could never figure out how they didn’t love her. 
 
    And she’s here, in Denver, Colorado. This is one of the last places I would have ever thought of. 
 
    But why here? 
 
    What’s out here that would bring her here? 
 
    When I was searching for her, I managed to track down her sister and that Tim douche, but they either knew nothing or weren’t going to say. 
 
    Fuck, Zoey was a real piece of work, talking about how useless her sister was right in front of me. I can’t help, but smile now. I lost my temper on the both of them and yelled before security at the restaurant they were at escorted me out. 
 
    “She was perfect and fucking everything to me! You are nothing compared to her!” I yelled as they hauled me out. 
 
  
  
 images/00001.jpeg
BROOKE MAY





