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      Unable to believe that I’m actually subjecting myself to this kind of torture—and yet also, at the same time, being painfully aware that my livelihood depends on it—I lug the heavy easel and collapsible stool and saddlebag packed with watercolors across the Hartford College campus.

      All around me, students are bundled into jackets and sweaters in preparation for the fall weather that descended upon the town without warning this week. In my bulky peacoat and brightly striped scarf, thin leather gloves and earmuffs, I like to think that I blend right in. I’m on the shorter side of 5 feet, and people always tell me that between my big baby blue eyes and my long blonde waves, I pass for much younger than I really am.

      Hopefully I can pass for twelve, though, because that’s how old some of the students trudging past me on the icy sidewalks look to my eye. Granted, I’m only 27, but still. College feels like a million years ago already. Something from another lifetime. A lifetime when I used to be able to pick up free meals whenever I wanted (albeit not great ones) from the campus cafeteria. A lifetime before I had to constantly worry about deadlines and accepting the next freelance assignment thrown my way.

      Happier times.

      Well, except for when it came to my home life. But I push any thoughts about my father from my mind right now. The last thing I need is to make myself angrier than I already feel about having to degrade myself like this today.

      My phone buzzes the moment I reach the engineering building—the directions for which I needed to check about a dozen times en route here. I went to Hartford, but I swear the buildings have all moved around since I was a student. Or maybe it’s just because, as a lit major, I never ventured this deep out into the STEM undergrads’ territory.

      The engineering building turns out to be a squat, gray, bunker-like building, hard to distinguish from any of the other squat, ugly gray buildings around it. They look nothing like the half of campus I was accustomed to, all red brick towers and ivy creeping up their sides. That half of campus looked like a New England prep school daydream, the sort of place that made you want to curl up under a blanket with a good book and talk about philosophy until 3 in the morning.

      This half of the campus looks like a dungeon crossed with a hospital. Much less cozy vibes. More run-the-other-direction-fast-as-you-can, if you ask me.

      Ignoring those instincts, I set the easel down across from the main doors into Branford 412 (even the building name sounds like a stuffy old scientist), and dig my cell from my pocket.

      Fiona. My friend, and also VP of the news outlet I’m doing this current story for. She’s building an online magazine from the ground up and has hired me on her editorial staff. Well, strike that. I am the editorial staff, aside from Fi. It has been a complete lifesaver. Until Fiona’s came through, I’d been struggling to sell more than one story a month—and at $200 pay for each, that doesn’t even come close to making my rent, let alone paying for anything else.

      Now, I can count on at least seven or eight stories with her magazine each month. I still need to hustle my ass off on top of this gig, to fill it in with other paying jobs and one-off contracts, in order to support myself. But Fiona gave me the baseline security I needed to be able to quit my shitty day job in retail and focus on my writing full-time. Thanks to her, I’m able to afford a small, if far outside of town, place of my own, instead of crashing in my mother’s basement.

      I’m also able to call myself a full-time writer, something I’d dreamed of doing ever since long before I first set foot on Hartford’s campus.

      Are you in position yet? Fiona asks.

      The only reason I agreed to take on this particular assignment was to try and repay some of the favor I owed to her. And she really wants this story. She wants an entire issue dedicated to modern love and its viability. She’s sure it’ll make her online magazine take-off.

      Just got here. Setting up now, I type out, my fingers already numb. How I’m going to coax them into painting in this weather, I have no idea. But I need to try.

      For Fiona.

      Great. Keep me posted. This is going to be your juiciest story yet! I promise, you’ll get so many eyes on it, Lila. She ends her text with a winking face.

      My heart sinks all the way down my throat into my stomach. The last thing I want, to be perfectly honest, are a ton of eyes on this piece in particular. It isn’t the type of article I want to write. It feels, quite frankly, humiliating.

      “Husband-Hunting: 1950s Style” is the current working title we’re going with, though I have a feeling it will change to something even catchier and more nausea-inducing. The plan is for me to follow a list of dating advice we found in a 1950 issue of Today’s Woman, entitled “10 Foolproof Steps to Land Yourself a Note-Worthy Husband.”

      Never mind that a husband is the last thing I actually want. Never mind that I am staunchly anti-this kind of dating advice in the first place. This kind of rote obsession with outward appearance, with meeting the so-called “perfect” match and settling down, needs to be put to rest once and for all, if you ask me. 1950s women didn’t need husbands; they needed careers and the ability to work and be treated as equals, on par with the men of their generation.

      Same with me. I don’t need a man right now—I need a career break. I learned a long time ago that you can’t trust a man to help you in that regard. Just look at my mother. She and my father agreed when she first got pregnant with my older brother—Mom would quit grad school and take ten years off to raise us kids past our early years. Get us settled into school, all of that. Then, she would go back to grad school while my father would step back a bit from his career to pick up the slack with the family duties.

      Instead, the minute the time came for Dad to step back, he announced something completely different: that he needed a break from everything. Work, yes, but also marriage, and his family. He took off with most of the cash in their joint bank account and his secretary in tow, and vanished to California somewhere.

      I haven’t spoken to him since. My older brother tried to track him down, and managed a couple polite, if stilted, phone calls. Dad lives in Seattle with a different woman—not the secretary—and a pair of dogs. He has no interest in talking to me or my younger brother. No interest in rekindling our family life.

      That is what happens when you trust a man to help out with your career. My mother never could go back to grad school—she had to take two jobs just to make enough money to support our family. She claims she doesn’t regret it, that if she had to sacrifice everything for us all over again, she would.

      But I saw the way she teared up with pride at my graduation. And I notice how proud she is every time I publish a new article—how she shares it with all of her friends and across her social media accounts (my mom is a big lover of social media, though she still uses it with all the efficiency of someone twice her age).

      The last thing I would ever do is go down the same road she did. I know she wouldn’t want that for me. And I don’t want it for myself either. I want to support myself, to build my own career. To be the strong, independent career woman my mother could—and should—have been allowed to become.

      I grit my teeth and prop up a canvas in front of my easel. I wrestle my stool open and settle in.

      If becoming a successful writer means I have to do a few humiliating things in order to make my career happen, then so be it. This article will just be one of many. I can grit my teeth and bear the awkwardness for a little while.

      I pull out my watercolors next, and an old water mug that I plan to use to mix them. While I do that, I use my free hand to tap open the photos I took on my phone, of the original article in an old issue of Today’s Woman. The image looks so old it has yellowed along the edges.

      I zoom in, just to make sure I’m following the instructions to the letter. To that end, I skim the first few lines of the article.

      Step 1: Make sure you go after a husband with a successful career (or future career potential!). For all you ladies lucky enough to live close to a college campus, this should be a no-brainer! Men love a creative, mysterious woman. Set up an easel outside the classroom building (science or engineering buildings are best!) and paint until a lucky young suitor starts catching your eye. You’ll know you’ve hooked him when he stops to ask what you’re working on!

      Addendum: Don’t worry if you haven’t got much talent in the painting realm, ladies! Most men in this career path wouldn’t know a Rembrandt from a Monet. If he questions your style, simply tell him it’s modern art! You’ll seem even more hip and with it, then!

      This writer sure did love exclamation points. I sigh and crack my neck, then squint past the easel up at the double doors of the engineering school. If I read the class schedules right online, I have about ten minutes until the bell rings and class lets out.

      Ten minutes until I have to pretend to flirt with college kids, in order to write an article about how dating techniques from the 1950s apply nowadays. No pressure or anything. I heave another sigh, and then I decide that the only thing I can do at this point is have some fun with it, if possible.

      I crack open the watercolors and mix a daub of water with a few of the colors. Then I cast my eye around campus. Whether the article recommends modern art or not, I’ve never been a fan of painting directly from my imagination. I prefer to at least have some real-world inspiration to focus on.

      It’s been a while since I painted anything. I’ve been so busy pitching articles and scrambling to meet editorial deadlines lately, I don’t really have any time for hobbies or fun activities on the side. It’s just work work work, no play. And I’m fine with that, for the most part. Really. I love what I do.

      But I did used to love art classes. I took them my junior and senior years as electives. Nothing too strenuous, not the types of classes actual art majors had to take, which kept them in the studio from morning until night. Just the fun elective kinds of classes, which gave me an excuse to focus on something creative that didn’t involve words. Something that I didn’t plan to build my whole career around.

      It gave me a welcome respite, especially during the madness of my thesis-writing period. When I had to break my back putting in ten hour days at the library on top of my classes, art was a nice little escape. Somewhere my brain could relax.

      I try to channel that energy again as I settle on painting the big maple tree outside of the engineering building. Unlike the squat, ugly gray structures all around it, that tree has natural beauty. It’s stately, with a thick trunk and expansive branches. I can only hazard a guess at how old it must be—at least a hundred. It boggles my mind that something has managed to survive here, amidst so much unnatural concrete, for so long.

      Plus, it’s beautiful. Autumn officially began last week, but this week, it feels like it skipped straight past fall into hard winter. But unlike many of the leaves in town, which just went from green or greenish yellow to dead and ugly brown, this tree has managed to change colors properly. Its fat red maple leaves have gone bright scarlet around the top, like a halo, and trail down to deep, burnt oranges around the middle, with a smattering of bright yellows mixed in.

      It takes me a while to mix the colors correctly. Once I have them, I start to blend from the yellows first—let those dry, and then work my way up through orange to the deeper reds.

      As I paint, I forget about the chill in the air. I forget that my hands, now exposed, feel numb and tingle with each hoist of the brush. I forget everything except the feel of the brush stroking across the canvas, and the paint slowly expanding from dots of color into a real, recognizable image.

      I’m so deeply entranced by the process, that I don’t even hear the bell ring to signal the end of classes. I barely notice the chatter as students spill out of the engineering building and tromp past. All I can see is the tree; all I can feel are my hands, creating something out of nothing.

      Art is a little bit like magic, I think.

      That’s what I’m thinking when a tingle sparks at the back of my head, and I realize, belatedly, that there’s someone standing behind me. Very close to me, in fact.

      “That’s pretty,” a voice says, low and masculine.

      I swallow hard and lower the brush. My mind skips to the next part of the article. What did it say to do after Step 1? Why didn’t I read ahead to review Step 2 again?

      Probably because I didn’t think Step 1 would actually lead any guys on this campus to talk to me. Crap.

      I vaguely remember something about smiling a lot, and a word of advice about listening more than you talk… But how were you supposed to begin the conversation? Talking about art again?

      Oh well, too late now to check the article. So I plaster on my most winning smile—I’m sure 1950s housewives everywhere would be proud—and swivel on my portable stool to face the guy behind me. “Do you think so?” I ask, in what I hope is a convincingly demure tone.

      The guy behind me is tall and lanky, with stringy dark hair and a broad smirk. “You really have an eye for nature. Or natural beauty, at any rate.” He bends closer. Too close. And he is not looking at the painting at all.

      I shrink back on instinct, feeling like he’s invading my space, and swallow around a warning lump in my throat. “Um. Thanks.”

      “Makes sense, given how gorgeous you are.” His eyes sweep from mine over my body, and I can’t help but notice the way he lingers on my hips, even though he can’t be able to see much. I’m wearing a peacoat, for Christ’s sake.

      I wonder what the 1950s husband-searching advice is for creepers. I also wonder if there’s any way I can salvage this for the article somehow. 1950s advice leads to stalkers? I clear my throat, trying to rack my brain for some polite way to scare him off. “Listen, it’s been great chatting, but—”

      “Why don’t you come grab a drink with me?” he interrupts, bringing his hand to rest on my shoulder.

      I flinch, and brush it off, before I can stop myself. Whether I’m impersonating an old-fashioned girl or not, there are some instincts I cannot—and will not—ignore. “No thank you,” I say.

      “You aren’t very friendly, you know.” He plants himself next to me, in the universal Guy Who Cannot Take a Hint stance.

      One I’m all too familiar with. See? I mentally scream at Fiona—well, at her editors who wanted this story, anyway. This is why we shouldn’t take advice from decades ago.

      This is why we shouldn’t bother with dating at all. I snap my watercolor case closed and shove it into my bag, getting ready to flee. “My mother told me I shouldn’t talk to strangers,” I reply, a cold note of disdain in my voice.

      That was probably a mistake. He laughs and reaches out to snatch my painting from the easel. My heart sinks. I can, and will, leave without it if need be. But I’d started to get attached to that painting, performance piece or not. “Do you always do what your mother tells you?” he asks, smirking. “Or do you ever branch out and try to be naughty once in a while?”

      I narrow my eyes and shove to my feet, drawing myself up to my full, completely not intimidating height. “Give that back,” I demand. I’m proud that my voice doesn’t shake.

      All around us, clusters of other students hurry past, boys and girls. None of them so much as cast a glance in our direction. If I scream, would they help? Probably. But I don’t want to cause a total scene. Especially when I’m not a student, and I came onto campus posing as one of them in order to flirt undercover.

      Could I get into trouble for this? I wonder belatedly. I mean, everyone here is at least 18—and everyone in the engineering wing is older, because I’m pretty sure most are in the grad school. So like, early 20s. But still, I do feel strange being here, doing what I’m doing.

      Especially now.

      “I’ll give it back,” the much younger than me, and yet still twice my size guy taunts. “If you come over here and give me something in exchange.”

      “Fat fucking chance,” I snarl, any of my housewife manners long since abandoned. I dig in my pocket for my keys. I’ve taken enough self-defense classes to know where I need to stick these. How to throw a punch, too, in a way that will do more damage than this guy will be expecting me to throw.

      Luckily I don’t have to find out whether I can get arrested for attacking a creep of a student, because a second later, another voice rings across the green.

      “Everything okay here?” A man in an honest-to-goodness suit strides toward us. I figure he must be one of the professors at the school. He’s all Midwestern crew-cut handsomeness—a strong jawline, blond crew cut, and the kind of gray-blue eyes that could pierce your soul.

      Right now, those eyes have fixated on my would-be assailant, narrowed to a dangerous point.

      “Actually, no,” I say, before the other guy can make up some bullshit about our interaction being just fine. “I was working on an art piece, when this boy stole my painting and insinuated I’d have to do something untoward to get it back.”

      Untoward? Who am I? Now I really do sound like I’ve been reading too many issues of Today’s Woman.

      But if my handsome rescuer notices the weird speech, he doesn’t comment. He just turns on the creepy guy, grimace intensifying. “Give it back to her. Now.”

      Creep scowls, but does as he’s told, thrusting the canvas in my direction, so I can move forward and snatch it from his grip. “I was lying about it being beautiful,” he tells me. “A third grader could have painted something nicer.”

      “Yeah, well, a third grader would know more about the proper way to treat a woman,” New Guy snaps before I can so much as open my mouth. “Apologize to her, or I swear to God, I’ll snap your neck right here, Tyler.”

      Creep—Tyler, I guess—grits his teeth. For a moment, it looks like he might argue. But his gaze drops to New Guy’s hands. Very large hands, currently balled into intimidating fists. And I guess Tyler must have seen New Guy go to town on some other misbehaving student before, because he relents.

      “I’m sorry,” Tyler says, more to the air somewhere above my head than to me, strictly speaking. But hey, it’s more than I expected to get out of something like that.

      “Do you want to report this?” New Guy asks me. “I’ll help if you’d like. I’m willing to witness.”

      I sigh. If I was still a student, I would. But since I’m here on false pretenses in the first place… “As long as he never comes near me again,” I say. Tyler’s already backing away, palms raised before himself in a gesture of surrender.

      New Guy watches him retreat with a scowl that could have burned down half the buildings around us, if you measured the intensity on a heat scale. “If you don’t mind,” he says softly, “I’d like to report it anyway. I don’t have to name you. I can just say an unnamed student.”

      “I’m not a student,” I say, relaxing just a little now that Tyler is vanishing from sight around the far corner of the engineering building. “But if you want to report it, please do. I think that would be good.” I manage my first smile since Tyler’s onslaught. “Thank you, by the way.”

      “For what?” New Guy turns back to me, looking incredulous. “I only did what any decent person ought to, when they see a situation like that unfolding.”

      And yet no one else out here stopped. No one even thought to help me, until he did.

      My heart skips a beat. Those gray, fathomless eyes fix on me, and I find I can’t look away. Not now. “Still. It was really cool of you. Nobody’s ever stood up for me like that before.” The words slip out before I can reconsider them.

      He frowns. “Now that is a damn shame.” After a moment, he brightens, and offers a hand. “Charlie Cross. Now, if you ever need stood up for again, you can track me down.”

      I laugh and offer my hand in return. He grips it, and his palm feels surprisingly rough against mine, covered in thick callouses along his strong fingers. This is not the hand of a man who works a white collar job. I wonder if he’s really a professor at all. But an electrician or blue collar worker wouldn’t be on campus in a suit in the middle of the day, would they? “Nice to meet you, Charlie. I’m Lila.”

      I hope he doesn’t notice the way I avoid my surname. After all, Google Lila Baker, and the first few pages you’ll find are filled with my articles. Some of which have headshots attached. The last thing I need to do in the middle of an assignment is get outed as a reporter.

      Well. If you can count this as reporting, anyway.

      Forcing the thought from my head, I flash a smile. “But, just so you know, I definitely could have taken that creep if need be.”

      Charlie grins back, and oh, damn. I did not anticipate sooner how dazzling that corn-fed, guy-next-door smile of his would turn out to be. “In that case, I apologize for interrupting. Tyler Messing’s had an ass-kicking coming to him for weeks. I should’ve left you to it.”

      I laugh. “Well, next time you’ll owe me.”

      “Do you one better,” Charlie says, glancing from me to the half-unpacked easel behind me, and the painting in my hand. “Why don’t we get out of the cold, and I’ll buy you a coffee. To make up for stealing your fighting title.”

      This is a bad idea. I know it is. I’m here for work. I need to get back to my assignment. My assignment of trying to flirt with some poor haphazard undergrad in the name of proving that the 1950s are well and truly over. But after my encounter with Tyler, I’m pretty sure I’m done for the day.

      So, before I can talk myself out of it, my smile widens. “Deal,” I say. Then I nod to the easel and stool. “But only if you’re volunteering to do the heavy lifting.”

      And right on cue, Charlie sweeps a little bow and picks up the easel and stool for me, both at once, lifting the metal set like it’s made of air. I suppress a grimace. It took me half an hour to struggle across campus with that earlier. Who is this guy? I wonder, not for the first time.

      Then again, I suppose I’m about to find out.
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      As we settle into an off-campus coffee shop—which Charlie insisted on lugging my easel all the way over to, because, as he put it, “it’s miles better than that swill they serve the students back there”—I tense up, expecting a grilling. Or at least for him to ask what I was doing on campus today, what my job is or why I was painting in the middle of a frigid fall day. Something.

      Instead, after we order our drinks—a latte for me and a black coffee for him—Charlie settles into a small table near the fireplace and gazes into my eyes, his face the very picture of sincerity. “Favorite rom com trope?” he asks.

      “What?” I burst into laughter, totally thrown by the topic.

      He shrugs one shoulder. It isn’t at all the type of thing I expect a muscular jock like him to bring up. But he seems at ease with himself, comfortable enough in his—admittedly very obvious—masculinity to ask a cheesy question like that. “You can tell a lot about a person by the types of media they consume,” he says.

      I wonder yet again if he’s a professor. But I resist the urge to ask, because that would prompt questions about me and my background in return, I’m sure. “Okay, let me think…” I tug my lower lip under my teeth as I say that. And unless I’m much mistaking things, Charlie’s gaze drops right on cue to follow the motion. The whole walk over here, I couldn’t get a read on him. Was he flirting or just being polite? He carried my stuff and cracked jokes. But he never drifted closer to me, didn’t try to accidentally brush his arm against mine or anything.

      I can’t figure him out. From a distance, I’d peg him as the athletic type, a hotheaded alpha. But once I started talking to him, I no longer felt so sure.

      Either way, now that we’re seated across from one another, I can tell he’s definitely checking me out. His gaze practically leaves singe marks along my body, at every point where it drops. Mostly, though, he just stares straight into my eyes, waiting for my response.

      I know the answer, of course. But it’s embarrassing. Still, he asked. And he bought my coffee, too. The least I can offer him is some modicum of honesty. “Um… I really like enemies-to-lovers stories, actually.”

      He laughs. “So you like a bit of fighting?”

      “I prefer to call it passion,” I reply.

      “Are they actually enemies in those stories, or just people who don’t like each other and get forced to work together?” he muses. “I mean, you don’t have like, two spies trying to kill one another often.”

      “Speak for yourself; Mr. and Mrs. Smith is one of my favorite rom coms,” I reply, which makes us both laugh this time. His knee nudges against mine, and I know that was on purpose. I shift my chair a little, inching it closer to his, at least as far as I can without being too obvious about it. “So what about you, Charlie?”

      “What about me, Lila?” His eyes spark where they catch mine, and my breath hitches. His leg returns, presses harder against mine now, so neither of us can mistake the pressure. Even through our jeans, his skin feels hot enough to burn.

      And I want more of that.

      I lean toward him, almost without thinking about it, and he mirrors me, reaching over to set his cup of coffee down. “What are your favorite tropes?” I ask, my voice only slightly catching on the words, a fact of which I’m proud.

      His grin widens, like he knows exactly what’s throwing me off. And damn him, he probably does. I’m sure he has this effect on girls all the time. Those searing gray eyes of his bore into mine, and it’s all I can do not to picture the way they’d look as he kissed his way down my body. Or how those warm, strong, calloused hands of his would feel running over my skin, so rough on my soft body.

      My breath hitches again, and Charlie chuckles softly. “That’s not how this game works,” he says, his voice so low and gruff that it makes me practically vibrate out of my chair.

      Christ. I can’t even imagine what he sounds like dirty talking in the bedroom.

      Actually, I can. That’s the problem. I suck in a deep breath of air and pray to the gods of flirting that I don’t start sweating bullets right here and now. “What game?”

      “The question game,” he replies, as if that should be obvious. “I asked you one. Now you have to ask me your own question. Something you think will tell you a lot about me.”

      “Who says I don’t ask guys that same question all the time?” I fire back, arching an eyebrow.

      “You, about a minute ago,” he responds with a smirk. “Come on. You must have something you like to know about other people when you first meet them. Something you’re too scared to ask, maybe.”

      My face flares. The first thing that leaps to mind is not appropriate to ask in a public coffee shop. Because I want to know what he’s like in the bedroom—alpha, dom, bossy and assertive? Or communicative, slow and sweet… Or some mix?

      I refuse to ask that though. I’m way too sober to go there. So I just clear my throat and rack my brain for something real. Something on the level of what he just asked me. What would tell me more about who this guy really is? “Okay. What’s your scariest childhood memory?”

      “Ooh.” He leans back in his chair—although he keeps his leg still pressed against mine, for which I’m grateful. The warmth seeps through my body, makes me feel hotter than even the fire burning just feet from our table. “That’s a good one.” He flashes me a grin, and that, too, warms me all the way down to my toes. “Probably the time at my family’s winter cabin up in Canada, when my younger brother and I went skating.”

      “Ice skating?” I ask, then immediately feel like a dolt. Winter cabin? Canada? Duh, Lila.

      But to his credit, he doesn’t laugh or make fun of me. He just nods. “It was the first winter my dad decided to teach us. He’d learned how to skate when he was only three years old—my grandparents are Canadian. Runs in the family, I guess you could say.”

      I smile, and tilt closer to him to catch his words better.

      He leans in, too, and my breath catches all over again at his nearness. At the scent I catch this time, like spearmint and pine woods, all undercut by a hint of heat and spice. God, he smells amazing. “Dad always worried that he’d waited too long to teach us. When we finally learned that winter, on the frozen lake out behind our cabin, I was terrible. I kept tripping over my own feet.” He laughs at the memory.

      I try but struggle to associate the confident, muscular man before me with a clumsy boyhood.

      “So I was determined to get better. I spent every day of our vacation out there, with my little brother trailing after me, practicing. But we’d gone up late in the season that year, and I didn’t think about how warm the days were starting to get…”

      My eyes widened. “Oh no.”

      He catches my gaze and bows his head. “I think you can see where this is going. I was warming up one morning, and the ice broke underneath me. I fell straight through the hole, into the lake.”

      My eyes go wide. “That’s terrifying!”

      “It was.” He smiles, though, making reliving such a scary memory look easy. “I couldn’t breathe—I’m a pretty decent swimmer, but my skates and all my winter clothes weighed me down. And the cold…” He shakes his head. “It’s hard to describe it unless you’ve experience it yourself. It’s more than just cold, at that point. It’s a weight, crushing your whole body, your lungs… Everything wants to contract. So it makes holding your breath against it even harder.”

      “What happened?” I ask, bending close, forgetting all about keeping a respectable distance now. My wide eyes hover just inches from his, unable to pull away. All I can think about is the young boy this handsome man used to be, trapped under the weight of all that ice and cold water. How terrified he must have been.

      “I saw this glove appear. Bright red. It was my brother’s hand. And I knew…” He sucks in a slow breath. “I knew if I didn’t reach for it, I was a goner. And in that moment, it would have been so easy. To give up, to just let the cold win. But that was the moment when I learned I’m a fighter. Because everything in me just shouted, No.” For a moment, he goes quiet. I study his gaze, the deep, gray pools of his eyes, almost like ice floes themselves. His mouth quirks at the corner, a wry little smile. “It was probably the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, just swimming that eight or nine feet back to where my brother was holding out his hand. But I made it, weights and all. He pulled me back through the hole, just as my dad came running from the house. Together they managed to haul me out of the ice.”

      “God.” A shudder runs through me. “I can’t even imagine. How long did it take you to recover from that?” My whole body tenses, trying to imagine it.

      Charlie’s hand comes to rest on my knee, as if in sympathy. Funny, how he’s the one comforting me. “I spent the whole day and night alternating between warm baths and a heap of blankets beside a roaring fire. There was a bad storm, too, so the roads into town were unpassable to take me to the hospital until the next day…” He laughs again, and I reach down to rest my hand over his.

      He turns his palm up, lacing his fingers through mine easily, as if he’s done it a thousand times before. His palm fits exactly around mine, engulfing my hand. I swallow, liking the sensation a little too much.

      “So… did you like, give up ice skating for life after that?” I ask with a small smile.

      “Actually, I became a hockey player,” he replies, that wry little grin widening.

      Now I really do laugh, and he squeezes my hand, and fuck. I could stare into this man’s eyes forever. Get lost in him, in this moment. “You’re right,” I murmur, the words feeling tight in my throat. “That does tell me a lot about you.”

      He arches a brow. “Such as what?”

      “Such as the fact that you’re stubborn.” I grin. “Most people would never want to go near ice again after something that traumatizing. But you faced your fears and went back over and over.”

      “I don’t like to let anything get the better of me,” he replies. His gaze jumps back and forth as he searches mine. “I’m in charge of any situation I’m in. I make sure of it.”

      A curl of desire unravels in my belly. Fuck. Well, that answers my other, unasked question. He’s definitely an alpha in the sheets. If I had any doubts about it before, they’re gone now.

      It’s funny, that normally isn’t my type. Like I said, I love a good enemies-to-lovers story, but usually with guys who seem mean and turn out to be sweethearts underneath. Charlie strikes me as the opposite—not that he’s mean. But he comes across so good-natured and sweet. Yet I can tell there’s a dark side under there, a dangerous bad boy who would love to control me…

      And I can’t lie. Some part of me is curious about how that would feel. Getting bossed around in the bedroom…

      “Any situation, huh?” I ask, before my brain can tell my lips to think better of it.

      Charlie’s grin widens. “Any and every.” His gaze drops to my mouth, before it jumps back to mine. “For example, this one.” With that, he pushes back from me and rises to his feet. He puts space between us so fast and unexpectedly that it makes me gasp, my head reeling. All I want is to be that close to him again, inches from kissing.

      Dammit.

      And he knows exactly the effect he’s having, smirking down at me like that. “Come on,” he says, with a nod around us. “We ought to get out of their way.”

      Only then do I realize that the coffee shop is closing—the baristas have started placing chairs on top of tables, and someone flips a closed sign in the window. One of the cashiers eyes us with the patented “I hope these people leave soon” stare that I’ve come to recognize and sympathize with in retail workers.

      My cheeks flush. I’d been so caught up in that story—in Charlie—that I didn’t even notice the shop closing up. I swallow hard. “Right. Yeah, we should go.” I reach for my gear, but Charlie’s already picking it up for me once more.

      “Don’t worry,” he calls over his shoulder. “As long as you aren’t ready to leave just yet, I have another destination in mind.”

      I know I should say no. I should tell him I need to run. I should head home and try to figure out what parts of this day I might be able to salvage to write an article about, something approximating the assignment that I failed to really get off the ground today. Somewhere out there, I can practically sense Fiona waiting for me to do just that, to get my work done, the way I promised her.

      But instead, I rise to my feet, snatch up my bag, and nod at Charlie. “You lead,” I tell him. “I’ll follow.”

      And I swear, those words make his eyes flash, make him get every bit as hot as he made me earlier. His lips curl in a smile that’s more sensuous than before, slyer and knowing. “Be careful what you wish for,” he warns, as he leads me out of the coffee shop and deeper into his world.
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      We wind up stopping by a nearby bar, a surprisingly tasteful little spot that, despite having lived in this area my whole life, I’d never actually set foot inside before. It looks like a total dive bar from the outside, but inside it’s all cozy ski lodge vibes, with a roaring fire pit and fun, locally-themed cocktails. I sip on one that’s named after one of the main streets in town, some delicious rum concoction, while Charlie enjoys a Hartford twist on the Manhattan. As far as I can tell, that just means even more whiskey.

      But Charlie barely seems to notice the drink. Or anything around us, except for me. The whole time we talk in the bar, we inch closer to one another, until we’re sitting pressed together in side-by-side chairs, his arm draped over the back of mine, his free hand tracing easy patterns on my thigh as we chat. The sensation of his fingertip trailing over my skin drives me wild, makes my heart race and my skin itch to get closer to him.

      But he’s a master teaser.

      We chat about nothing and everything at once. About childhood memories and favorite movies and what we really think about family holidays—we both have a love-hate relationship with Christmas, it seems. We love the time spent with our families, but we hate receiving presents.

      “Nobody ever gets you exactly what you want,” I say, while he laughs along in agreement.

      “Right. You ask for fingerless gloves and you’ll get ten pairs of mittens instead,” he replies. “Or, in the case of my family, a bunch of yarn and some patterns so you can knit them yourself.”

      I snort. “DIY bunch, are you?”

      “You have no idea. My great-grandfather built our whole house from scratch. The rest of every generation of males since has spent our whole lives trying to live up to that level of self-reliance.”

      “So, are you a carpenter on the side then?” I grin.

      “Of course.” He winks at me. “And a landscaper, gardener and home-grown chef besides. Not to mention by age 10 I’d already learned how to raise, care for, and slaughter my own chickens…”

      I gasp. “You kill them after you raise them yourself?”

      “Only when they’re already sick, or they stop laying eggs,” he replies.

      I swat his chest. “That’s positively heartless. How could you?”

      He arches a brow. “What, and eating eggs from chickens someone else has treated horribly, who spend their whole lives in cages, that’s better?”

      My cheeks flush. “Well, at least you don’t know the animals you kill.”

      “I think it’s better to know them. More respectful of the sacrifice they’re making for you. In modern times, we’ve gotten so far away from the natural life cycle. We forget what’s natural. What’s normal to experience, throughout our lives.” There goes his hand again, tracing patterns along my thigh, higher and higher, until his fingers hover an inch from my hip, and God, all I want him to do is take it further. To touch me right now, pull me to him so I can sink into the kiss I’ve been thinking about all goddamn day.

      “So what is normal to experience?” I whisper, my lips mere inches from his, a span of space that’s starting to drive me absolutely wild.

      “Everything,” he replies easily, his gaze sweeping across mine. “Pain. Pleasure. Loss. Desire.” His hand pauses to go flat against my thigh, his whole palm taking up half my leg, I swear.

      My whole body tenses. Between my legs, my pussy practically aches when he says that last word. Desire. Fuck. I certainly know a thing or two about that, after a day spent at his side. I lick my lips almost absently and notice the way his gaze drops to them again, tracing the pattern of my tongue. “I want that,” I murmur, under my breath. “I want to experience everything.”

      Because, as much as I’ve loved my career so far—getting what I wanted, being in a position where I can support myself and write full-time—it does keep me from living fully sometimes. I get so consumed by work. Even today, all I was thinking about earlier at our coffee date was my guilt over blowing off my assignment, and how I needed to get back to it.

      But there has to be some kind of balance. Like Charlie says, we need to live our lives fully. Experience everything. Including pleasure, desire. Including days when we allow ourselves to blow off our responsibilities for a minute and just follow what our bodies tell us to do.

      Charlie’s smile widens. “There’s one more place I’d like to show you in town, if you’re interested,” he says, and his voice comes out lower this time, curled with suggestion.

      “What’s that?” I whisper, breathe, barely able to keep my wits about me long enough to make my tongue work. My head swims with desire. All I want is him, all over me, every inch of me.

      “My place.” He arches a brow.

      My heart hammers in my chest, a caged animal thrashing to be released. “Fuck yeah,” I reply.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We barely make it through the door of his apartment—a three story building in the up-and-coming part of town, not too far from campus, although far enough away for the worst of the student parties and the loud touristy streets to only serve as a dull, distant background roar.

      The moment he slams the door behind me, he pins me against it, and then finally, finally, his lips collide with mine. He kisses like a man who’s experienced drowning before. Hard, fast, desperate. My whole body opens like a flower for him; my legs spread so he can slide a thigh between them, my arms slide up to drape around his neck as he forcefully parts my lips, his tongue invading my mouth, claiming me, swirling against mine.

      I moan a little, and he chuckles softly, mouth still clamped to mine, before he draws back to kiss his way down my jawline.

      His hands, meanwhile, have minds of their own. They trace down my curves to my waist, circling it, his hands so big they fit all the way around my waist with barely a gap—and I am not what anyone would call a tiny woman. Decidedly regular-sized. Which means his hands…

      And fuck. What do they say about guys’ with big hands…?

      I arch my hips up against his, and sure enough, the hard press I can feel crushing against my belly tells me everything I need to know. Fuck. He’s huge. Huge, and already as hard for me as I am soaking wet for him.

      “I’ve been fantasizing about touching you all damn day,” Charlie murmurs against my neck, right before he gently nips the delicate skin there, his teeth just hard enough to make me gasp as a tiny jolt of pain joins the rush of pleasure flooding through me.

      “Not as much as I’ve been dreaming about it,” I assure him, tightening my grip around his neck as I turn my face to kiss his cheek, his jawline. He’s clean-shaven, but there’s still a light 5 o’clock stubble there, enough to graze my cheek and make me shiver from the friction.

      His hands, meanwhile, maintain a solid grip on my hips, pushing me back and into the hardwood door behind me. Over his shoulder, I catch a glimpse of the surprisingly modern, minimalist decor of his apartment, before his lips tracing down my neck to my chest distract me all over again.

      He takes his time. He unwraps me like I’m a damn present. First he peels my shirt off over my head, tosses it to the floor, but when I reach for his to return the favor, he catches my wrist and arches an eyebrow at me, a playful smirk on his face. “It’s my turn right now,” he says, his voice low and confident in a way that makes my belly flip, my pussy tightening with want.

      Fucking hell. I can’t remember the last time I was this turned on. I can’t remember ever being this turned on. “Whatever you say, sir,” I reply, and heat flares in his gaze, white hot, where it fixates on me.

      “Very good,” he murmurs, the approval sending a pleasant hum of heat through my veins, as he bends down to kiss along my chest until he reaches the edge of my bra. He reaches around me with one hand and deftly unclasps it before I can so much as offer a hand, and then he slides it up and off my arms, tossing it aside with my shirt.

      I reach up to run my hands through his hair as he presses his face back against my chest, that light stubble grazing the sensitive skin of my breasts, as his tongue traces its way toward my already hardening nipple. With one free hand, he massages my other breast, his fingers moving expertly, tracing around the areola, zeroing in, until both of my nipples stand rock hard, despite the relative warmth of his apartment in comparison with the New England chill outside.

      I moan a little and arch up off the door to press my body closer to his. He chuckles softly in the back of his throat, his smile widening with clear approval.

      “You like that, hmm?” he asks, his mouth vibrating against my chest with the last word. Then he drags the flat blade of his tongue right over the hard bud of my nipple, and another shudder passes through me, one I’m powerless to resist.

      “Yes,” I breathe, letting my head fall back, as he leans in to suck a little harder at my nipple, his tongue pressing against it, digging into me.

      When he draws back this time, he ever so gently nips me with his teeth, making me gasp again—that pleasure and pain contradiction feels so surprisingly good. But he’s already moving on, sliding over to work at my other nipple, all while his free hand traces down the smooth, flat plane of my belly, until his fingers reach the hem of my jeans and delve beneath them. Not too far, just far enough for the tips of his strong, calloused fingers to graze the fabric of my panties, the silken slip between me and the jeans.

      “You know, you taste even better than I imagined,” he murmurs, moving away from my chest now, kissing his way back up along my neck until he’s whispering in my ear, his breath hot against my skin. “I can’t wait to taste your pussy.”

      I swallow hard, my breath catching in my throat. “Please, sir.”

      His eyes flash again. He likes when I call him that.

      I do too.

      “In good time,” he promises me, and then he reaches down to finish unclasping my jeans and pushes them down around my knees. In the warm apartment, I can feel how wet my panties are now. Slicked between my legs with telltale moisture.

      Fuck. I haven’t been this turned on by anyone before. I’ve never felt so desperate to be fucked. I’d start begging right now, if it weren’t for the fact that Charlie chooses that moment to start kissing his way back down my body. That man sure does know how to distract a woman with his mouth.

      He reaches the edge of my panties and hooks his teeth around them. Then, in one swift, definitely practiced move, he peels my panties down using only his teeth.

      Fuck.

      I swallow again, harder this time. “Charlie…”

      “Lila.” His eyes flash up to meet mine, as he kneels before me. I run my hands through his thick blond hair again, savoring the almost wavy quality, and how silky smooth the strands feel between my fingers. He looks hot as hell, kneeling like this before me. Gazing up at me with fire in his eyes. “I’m going to make you come now,” he says, and my belly tightens once more.

      “Fuck yes,” I manage to breathe, before he pushes me back up against the door, my ass flat against the wood. He pulls my legs apart, just wide enough so he can fit his face between my thighs. There’s that stubble again, but against my thighs it feels like a match against a striker, setting my whole body on fire.

      His tongue traces along the outer edges of my pussy lips first, tentative, tasting. Then, just as my heart rate starts to slow a little from the initial pounding, he presses his tongue between my lips and runs it along the length of my slit, slowly, all the way from back to front.

      Another moan escapes my throat, lower this time. Inadvertent.

      He chuckles softly, and the heat of his breath alone is enough to make me suck a sharp breath back in through my nose. But he’s far from finished. “You really do taste fucking incredible,” he murmurs, before he pushes his tongue between my lips again, harder this time.

      His hands slide back to grip my ass, pulling my hips closer to his face. I tighten my grip on his hair, as much to keep my balance as anything. Because fuck, if I’m not about to go weak in the knees from this treatment.

      His tongue lashes at my slit, from back to front, running over my already swollen clit with each stroke. I’m aching with want, and this touch alone is nearly enough to set me over the edge, my breath hitching and my heart racing in my chest.

      But Charlie isn’t about to let me come that easily. He stops licking my clit and instead pushes his tongue inside my pussy. I gasp at the sensation, as the thick, flat blade of his tongue curls inside me, then traces down my front wall, a slow, expert stroke. I let my knees sink a little, arch my hips toward his face to grant him better access, and let my head fall back against the door as he licks and sucks at my pussy, his tongue moving in faster and faster strokes.

      It doesn’t take long before I’m right back at the brink again, my toes curling inside the shoes I still haven’t kicked off. “Fuck, Charlie… I’m…”

      I can’t even get the words out. Because right then, he draws out of me, and licks my clit, hard, his tongue flat and soft and driving me wild. I let out a cry as the orgasm hits me, pushing me over the edge into pleasure, as the whole world goes fuzzy at the edges, my body pulsing with heat.

      But Charlie doesn’t stop there. He keeps going, tonguing me until I’m shaking and gasping again, building right back up toward another orgasm. He pauses only long enough to shoot a heat-filled look up at me, drinking in my reaction to him. “Come again for me, Lila,” he orders, less a request than a command. One I can’t possibly resist.

      I come a second time, screaming now, unable to keep my reaction subdued. I’m too lost in the pleasure, the hot rush of him.

      He pulls back then, kisses his way up my body, leaving faint, slick trails along my belly, the edges of my breasts. When he finally kisses my mouth again, deep and hard, our tongues intertwined, he tastes like both himself and me all at once. The taste of my juices on his tongue drives me wild, and I wrap both arms around his waist, pulling him against me.

      “Fuck me,” I breathe, so turned on now I can hardly stand it. All I want is to feel him inside me, that thick cock I’ve only gotten hints of so far through his thick jeans.

      I glance down at it now, and I can see he’s hard as a rock, straining toward me. I reach down, and this time he doesn’t stop me, but lets me trace the edges of his cock with both hands, trying to gauge his size. Fucking big, that’s what.

      He smirks, watching my reaction. “You want my cock inside you, is that it, my naughty girl?” He leans up to touch my cheek, then runs his fingers through my hair, using his cupped palm to tilt my face so he can lean down and kiss me again, slower this time.

      “Yes, please,” I breathe when our lips part, and he smirks at me, more than happy to oblige.

      Before I can react, he reaches down to sweep one arm under my knees. I yelp, then laugh, as he carries me, legs kicking, across his apartment toward the bedroom. I catch more glimpses of his living situation along the way—a fluffy white sofa that looks comfortable as hell. A kitchen/dining area with modern features, lights that look like spaceships and an expensive repurposed wood dining table with metal scoop-back chairs around it.

      It’s hard to get a sense of whether this is his personal style, or whether the apartment came this way. It looks a bit like a model showroom. But then again, he might just have a really good eye for decor.

      I don’t have too long to ponder it. A minute later, he sweeps me into his bedroom, and then I’m distracted all over again, as he tosses me down onto the king size bed, the comforter nearly swallowing me whole. But he’s already stripping his shirt off, bending down over me—and thank god, because it lets me run my hands over his perfect pecs, his washboard abs that I swear would go perfectly on a billboard ad. He even has that V-cut near his groin that drives me wild, the one I’ve only ever seen on TV.

      Fuck he’s in good shape. “Hockey keeps you fit, huh?” I ask with a wry arch to my eyebrow, as he bends down to kiss my neck again.

      “It is a rough sport,” he replies, with a grin. “But I like it rough.”

      Damn him. He knows exactly what he’s doing. My pussy practically throbs with the need to have him inside me. “Oh, I do too, believe me,” I whisper, and his grin widens.

      Then he pushes his jeans down, and I’m distracted all over again, because fuck. He watches me watching him, smirking. Man knows exactly how endowed he is. He teases me, taking a moment to pull down his boxers and release his cock entirely.

      The monster that springs free… God damn. “You are so fucking big,” I breathe, reaching out to touch him.

      It takes both of my hands to fully circle his cock, to trace from his base to the tip and back again, savoring the velvety soft feel of his skin, the hard core of steel beneath. He’s so fucking hard already. Just as turned on by me as I am by him.

      “You want my cock inside you, my naughty girl?” he whispers against my neck, his breath hot, making all the hairs along the back of my neck rise, and my body arch up with them against him.

      “Please,” I reply, not even caring if I sound desperate. I am desperate right now. Desperate to see if I can handle a cock this big, because I’ve never been confronted with one quite like it in my life. My hands continue to stroke along his length as he leans over me, watching me, a knowing smirk on his mouth.

      He pauses just long enough to roll over to his bedside drawer and pull out a condom. I watch as he tears the wrapper with his teeth, then expertly rolls it on himself one-handed. Then he uses one hand to press me back down against the covers, and his other hand to push my legs apart, until he’s lying between my thighs.

      I take advantage of the moment to wrap my legs around his waist, angling my hips up toward him to grant him easier access.

      But he pauses there, his gaze drifting over me, down the length of my body, his eyes white hot with desire, lips parted a little as he studies me. “God, you are so fucking hot.”

      My belly tightens with pleasure, sparks of heat dancing through my veins. “Fuck me, Charlie,” I whisper, and his lips shift into that sly grin of his, the one that’s already starting to make me come undone before he even touches me.

      “Oh, it’s all I’ve wanted for hours.” He reaches down with one hand to guide himself toward my entrance. The tip of his fat cock pauses at my entrance, and he traces it back and forth along the length of my slit, following the same path his tongue did earlier, coating himself in my juices. Finally, when I’m practically panting beneath him, desperate from want and all the teasing, he slowly pushes his cock inside me.

      I moan, a sound that slowly turns into a deeper groan as he moves into me, slowly, my pussy stretching around the thick girth of his cock. Fucking hell. I’ve never been with a man this big. And he keeps going, keeps pushing inside me, farther than I knew I could take, as I gasp and twist under him.

      The whole while, he keeps his gaze fixed on mine, making sure I’m okay, slowing down anytime I gasp, before he starts to push again. I understand why when he finally stops, fully inside me, and leans down along my body to kiss my lips softly.

      Fuck. I have never felt so full in my entire life. He stuffs me completely, and my pussy throbs a little, a pleasant, pleasure-inducing ache that makes me want more, more, more.

      “Is this what you wanted, naughty girl?” he whispers, and for emphasis, pulls his hips back just a little, withdrawing from me by an inch or so before he thrusts fully back inside me.

      “Yes,” I reply, but the word comes out a long, low moan that makes him chuckle softly in the back of his throat, clearly enjoying watching the effect he has on me.

      “Good.” He pulls back a little farther now, and drives back into me again, making my hips buck under him. “Because I plan to fuck you so hard you forget what day it is, Lila.”

      I drag my nails down his bare back in response, over the hard expanse of his muscles. “I told you, Charlie. I like it rough.”

      His grin only widens at that. “Don’t blame me when you can’t walk tomorrow,” he murmurs.

      When. Not if. His confidence is infectious, turning me on, more than I ever imagined this kind of alpha talk could. Normally I’m into sweet guys, but this… Charlie is something different. Someone different.

      Before I can get too lost in my own head, he drags me right back to the present, reaching down to angle my hips beneath him, and then drawing out of me in one long, slow motion. I gasp in protest at losing the sensation of him inside me. But he thrusts right back in, his cock filling me once more, and I arch my hips up to slam against his, moving with him, trying to give as good as he gives me, hard and rough.

      Soon he has me pinned beneath him, and he’s driving into me, hard and fast. With each thrust, his cock fills my pussy so fully it makes me scream. With each withdrawal, I feel empty again until he slams back inside me.

      He’s right. I do lose track of the day, the time. Of anything except this sensation, him driving into me, his hands wandering over my body, tracing and hugging my curves, his body going hot and slick with sweat against mine. Our combined scents mingle in the air, until the whole room smells like sex, which only turns me on more.

      Then he angles his hips, to make his cock drag against each of my inner walls in turn, and I lose my mind entirely.

      I come with a scream the first time he hits my G-spot dead on, with the kind of aim I’ve only experienced from guys’ fingers before. And he just keeps going, driving into me, egging me on. “Come again for me. That’s it, feel my fat fucking cock inside you? Tell me how good it feels,” he demands, but I can barely make my voice work, let alone form words.

      I just cry out with pleasure as the second orgasm hits, and hope that he can translate that for himself, into how much I’m enjoying myself.

      Finally, after what feels like hours—and may well have been, for all I know—he pulls me to him harder than usual, grips my hips so tightly there will probably be bruises tomorrow, but I don’t care; he’s all I want right now. He comes with a guttural growl, and leans down across me. I wrap my legs tight around his waist, hold him against me, as he finishes, and as both our bodies sink into the bed with exhaustion.

      When he pulls out of me, I gasp a little at the sensation of my own juices dribbling down my thighs. It makes me shiver, to know how wet he made me, how turned on.

      But I barely have time to recover before he leans across and gently tips his fingertip under my chin, tilting my face toward his.

      “After that performance, I think we both deserve a shower, don’t you?” he murmurs, and the heat behind his eyes makes me realize, he has no intentions of getting clean anytime soon…
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      I wake to the sound of an unfamiliar alarm blaring somewhere in the recesses of my skull. I groan and fling my arm across my eyes to shield them from the assault that is the morning sun. Where am I?

      It takes a second for the night before to flood back in. And when it does, my face floods with heat, too. Because fuck. Some of the things we did last night… Some of the things this man said to me…

      I roll over in bed to find Charlie already awake, switching his alarm off before he turns to face me with an apologetic grin. “Forgot to shut that off earlier, sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” I squint past him at the clock, still trying to reorient myself. Still trying not to linger too long on the memory of his naked body in the shower, water cascading over those impossibly perfect muscles of his, while he ran his hands over my curves, then gripped my hips and pinned me against the wet shower wall, leaning in to—

      I clear my throat, hard. To judge by the widening smirk on Charlie’s face, he knows exactly where my traitorous brain just wandered off to. “I should probably, uh…” I blink hard a few times. Shit. All at once, I remember what I was actually supposed to be doing yesterday. Not hooking up with a random hottie but working on my article for Fiona. Luring in some unsuspecting undergrad to get some shitty pickup lines as pull quotes. Or whatever.

      “Before you say anything,” Charlie murmurs, leaning in to press a finger to my lips. “You should know, I make a mean pancake. Best you’ll ever eat.” His grin widens. “And, then, you know. We can enjoy more than just the pancakes in bed…”

      I clamp my lips together. It’s tempting, I’ll give him that. Bastard knows exactly how tempting he is, too, because he chooses that moment to tilt closer to me, reaching up to brush a stray strand of hair back from my forehead. He tucks it behind my ear slowly, his fingertip grazing the shell of my ear, lingering there. The heat makes my whole body catch fire, burn with unspent heat.

      Fuck. How can I want him this badly again, already?

      I swallow hard around a lump in my throat. “I can’t lie, that’s a tempting offer.”

      He smirks. “So, that’s a yes then.” Without waiting for another word, he slides out of the bed and grabs a sweatshirt slung over the back of the nearest chair, yanking it on. I notice the logo emblazoned across the front. Hartford College.

      “Are you an alum?” I ask without thinking, my gaze lingering on that logo.

      He lifts an eyebrow at me, tilting his head with confusion. “Uh, no. Senior at the engineering school.”

      Oh.

      Oh. Fuck.

      That makes him… twenty-one, twenty-two at most? A senior in undergrad? Oh my god. My face floods with heat before I can stop myself.

      Charlie’s frown deepens. “I… sort of figured you’d have guessed that. What with where we met and all.”

      Of course. I clear my throat. “Right. Yeah. That’s cool, I guess.”

      He lets out a low laugh. “You don’t seem like it’s cool.”

      “No, I just, er…” I suck in a deep breath and roll off the bed. “I should probably head out. I have some work to get done, and—”

      “Lila.” He stops me with a single, searing glance. Sincere and open and white hot all at once. I couldn’t move my feet if I tried. They feel like lead, weighted to the floor. “What’s wrong?”

      You’re at least five years younger than me, and I had no idea you were an undergraduate when I set up my little trap to write about how guys like you are terrible to try and date these days?

      This whole situation is so unlike me. Normally I never even hook up with guys I don’t at least know semi-well. The one time I try it, look where it gets me. Robbing the damn cradle.

      Fuck. I hope he’s old enough to drink, I think, but then I remember with a rush of relief that we went bar-hopping before we came back here last night.

      Still. I’ve never exactly thought of myself as the cougar type.

      My emotions must be playing out across my face, because Charlie takes a step toward me, then another. Before I can react, he’s right in front of me, reaching up to rest his hands on my shoulders. They feel like tiny twin weights, pinning me in place, warm and reassuring, and exactly the touch I shouldn’t be craving. “Hey, Lila. It’s okay. We had fun last night. If you want, I’ll make you some pancakes, we don’t have to do anything else.”

      “It’s not that,” I blurt, before I can caution myself to shut up. I shake my head, then keep shaking it, because he’s trying to catch my gaze, and I know if I let him hold my eye, I’ll cave in. “Just, I have this work thing I was supposed to turn in yesterday, but I… well. Didn’t.” My face heats all over again.

      I can’t remember the last time I blushed this often. Damn him.

      “Okay.” Confusion remains lingering in his expression, but he lifts his hands from my shoulders, at any rate. “If you have to run, that’s fine.”

      “I do.” I bite my lower lip. It is, quite honestly, the last thing I want to do right now. But for one thing, I need to sort out how the hell I’m feeling about all this—and what I should really do about it next. For another thing, I really do need to send Fiona something. I’m dreading turning on my phone, because I know how she gets when she’s awaiting a story she really likes. She’ll probably have blown up my texts by now.

      “Well, we could trade numbers,” Charlie suggests with a half-grin that nearly knocks me senseless, straight off my feet. “So then you can take a rain check on the pancakes?” He winks, and my heart nearly splits inside my chest.

      Stay, a voice inside my head orders me. Just stay here. Forget about Fi and the article.

      But I can’t do that. I square my shoulders and lean down to grab my jeans, already pulling them on before I answer him. “Listen, Charlie…” I don’t meet his gaze as I say it. I can’t bring myself to. Because the truth is, if I do the right thing, I shouldn’t ever see this guy again. He’s sweet, he’s a great listener, he’s sexy as fuck in bed, not to mention easy on the eyes. But he’s too young for me. He’s looking for hookups his own age now. He doesn’t need some late-20s, mid-career lady messing with his emotions.

      Even if he’s messing with mine.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” I finish yanking on my jeans and grab my bag from where it wound up near his front door.

      “Lila.” He stops me once more, just before I can head out of the bedroom. This time, I’m powerless to resist, as he leans in and kisses me, slow and sweet. It’s a lingering kiss. The kind that leaves an open question at the end, begging you to come back for more. “I had fun last night. I hope you did too.” He gazes at me, deeply, steadily. Like he actually cares.

      I can’t remember the last time a hookup stopped to ask me that. To check on me, and make sure I felt the same way. I did, I want to scream.

      My chest twinges. “Definitely.” I smile, drinking in his gaze one last time, my eyes flicking back and forth between his. Memorizing them. “It’s just, I’m pretty work-focused at the moment.” True. Now, and always. “I don’t have a lot of time for, um…”

      “A personal life?” He arches an eyebrow, grinning. Though behind the smile, I notice something like hurt in his eyes.

      My chest aches even worse now. “Basically,” I admit.

      “Life can’t be all work and no play, you know. Sooner or later, you’ll explode if you don’t have some kind of outlet, some way to relax.”

      “I know, I just…” It can’t be with you. I bite my tongue on that last thought. “I’m sorry, Charlie.” That, at least, is one hundred percent the truth.

      He steps back from the door to let me go, and this time, he doesn’t bother to hide the hurt in his gaze. “Take care of yourself, Lila,” he says softly, and it’s so damn sincere I nearly break right there and change my mind.

      Instead, with a colossal effort of willpower, I turn on my heel and march out of his apartment, shoulders stiff.

      Only once I’m outside in the corridor do I turn my phone back on. Sure enough, almost before it finishes rebooting, it starts to flash with missed texts. Three missed calls, and a full ten texts, all from Fiona. God. That woman does not know how to take a break.

      How’s it going? Any updates on the scoop?

      Everything okay? I didn’t hear back from you last night.

      Just wanted to check that you’re okay, the last message reads, and my chest twinges with guilt. I didn’t think she’d be worried about me.

      I fire back a quick message as I pile into Charlie’s elevator. Totally fine, don’t worry.

      By the time the elevator hits the bottom floor, I already have a response. See you in the office soon?

      Shit. I check the clock above the text chain and realize she’s right. My normal office hours start in 20 minutes. I won’t even have time to head home and change quickly first. Thank god I have some emergency supplies at my work desk—the obligatory work deodorant and toothpaste set. But I’ll just have to hope that Fi doesn’t notice I’m wearing the same clothes I left work in yesterday when I get there.

      With a deep sigh, I head for the street, typing out a response as I go. See you in a few.
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      From the moment I walk into the office, I swear I must be giving off suspicious vibes. I can tell by the way Fiona’s eyes track me as I take my time, hanging up my coat and prepping some coffee at the little communal kitchen the co-working space shares with a few tech companies that also rent out the same office space. Fiona’s online magazine, pitched as a throwback to the 90s era of beauty tips, sex advice and gossip stories, has taken off recently thanks to a bout of 90s nostalgia run rampant in culture. But she still doesn’t make enough that she can afford a studio or private office of her own.

      So, for the time being, we’re stuck sharing. We’re treated to frequent rants from the tech guys and gals sharing the office, about programming languages neither I nor Fiona understand two words about. And they’re stuck listening to us brainstorm story ideas on everything from the best OPI shade of nail polish to wear in protest of other nail polish companies’ animal testing, to which of the four Chris’s of the apocalypse is currently the hottest, and who we predict will get skipped over for the next Marvel movie casting call.

      All in all, it always seemed like a fair trade to me. But I know Fiona is itching to have a private office, a space she can call her own.

      Right now, as her eyes trail me back and forth across the open plan floor, I’m immensely grateful we don’t have that. If we did, she’d probably already be peppering me with questions.

      Does she remember what I wore yesterday in the selfie I posted, after I’d gotten my painting supplies all set up outside the engineering offices? Will she notice or comment?

      I can’t be sure. But I do know that by the time I finish making coffee, the extra caffeine only makes my heart race even faster, nervous about what’s coming.

      As it turns out, I have every right to be. My ass barely touches the chair next to Fiona’s before she leans across the desk, her eyes bright and dancing with amusement.

      “Are you walk of shaming right now, Lila?” she hisses, though her voice is still loud enough in the otherwise quiet space for two of the nearest tech bros to glance over. One of them rolls his eyes and immediately returns to his computer. The other continues staring, his eyes doing that once-over glance that I’m all too familiar with.

      I narrow my eyes at him until he finally turns away, and then I turn my glare on Fiona. “I’m sorry I didn’t reply to your texts sooner.”

      “I was so worried about you!” She swats my arm. “I thought that dating-these-days-sucks article of yours was going to turn into a way more intense one about kidnapping or murder or something.”

      “So, just to be clear, if I was murdered on the job, you’d write an article about it?” I reply, lifting an eyebrow, only mostly joking.

      “Duh.” She swats my arm again, a little less hard this time. “How else would I get the police interested enough to chase down your killer and get him arrested, girl?”

      I snort, in spite of myself. “Fine. But you’d better make me sound good.”

      “As good as you could sound while getting kidnapped. ‘Lila did everything right, but sometimes, you just can’t avoid the predators out there, ladies…’” For a moment, I think maybe I’ve gotten away with this. That her riffing about my potential murder last night has distracted her.

      A second later, though, she hones back in on me, and I realize I have no such luck.

      “So, if you weren’t being dismembered in some creep’s basement, thank god, what were you doing that had you so completely distracted last night?” Her gaze sweeps up and down my outfit. “I know you don’t have a huge wardrobe, but I’ve never seen you repeat an outfit almost exactly, two days in a row, either. So either you were so beat this morning you couldn’t even open your closet, or…”

      “Okay, okay!” I blurt, my face turning bright red. I’ve never been one to withstand interrogation for long. What can I say? I crack easy. I clear my throat. “I may or may not have, um… Gone home with someone.”

      Fiona’s eyes sparkle. The tech bro who gave me the once over earlier glances our way again, clearly eavesdropping. Now it’s Fi’s turn to glower at him. “Oi. Mind your own business, or the next time you come in here wearing your stained hoodies and oversized jeans, I’m taking a photo to run as the headline of a ‘how not to dress like an aging basement dweller’ article.”

      The tech bro grimaces, but to Fiona’s credit, he does reach into a side drawer and pull out a pair of headphones, shooting us both a see, I don’t even care what you’re talking about eye-roll before he places them over his ears, blocking out the sound of our conversation.

      Just in case, though, I lean closer to Fiona when I start talking again. “I set up the easel outside the engineering school, like we talked about. I was painting, and—”

      “Oh, my god.” Fiona’s eyes light up, although I can’t tell whether it’s with approval, or a sort of frightened glee. “Please tell me you did not sleep with one of the students.”

      “I didn’t know he was a student!” I hiss under my breath. God, my whole body must be blushing, now. I can feel the heat all the way down to my neck. My hands curl around my knees, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to react any more obviously.

      Fiona, for her part, gapes at me, for once in her life struck silent with shock.

      I shake my head. “Some other kid was bugging me, being a total creep. This guy chased him off. Then he asked me to come for a coffee, to make up for it.”

      “To make up for defending you?” Fiona arches an eyebrow.

      “You know, because he said I could’ve done it myself…” Fi continues to stare at me like I’m crazy, so I just shake my head. “Never mind. Anyway, I agreed, and a coffee turned into bar-hopping, turned into going back to his place…” I trail off, because, like it’s been doing all morning at all the inopportune moments, a sudden memory pops into my mind. The way Charlie stopped me just inside the door of his apartment to push me up against it. The way his hands felt as they roamed down my hips, tracing every inch of me, like he already knew me better than I knew myself.

      Fuck. The man knew what he was doing. No wonder it had never even occurred to me that he might be younger than me—young enough to be a student, no less.

      At least he’s a senior, I remind myself. It only helps a little bit.

      “Wow, Lila.” Fiona stares at me, until I shrink in on myself.

      “I didn’t know, okay? I thought he was like, a professor or a grad student or something. He didn’t dress like anyone else coming out of the engineering building, in their sweats and all. Plus, the way he acted when he chased the guy away from me was like… In charge. I don’t know.” I grimace, realizing I’m repeating myself now. “I’m sorry I didn’t get what we needed for the article. I can go to another college campus and try it again, maybe?”

      Fiona sighs and shakes her head. “What, so you can rob another cradle?”

      I glare at her.

      She smirks. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. But no, actually…” Fiona leans forward. I’m not sure what I expect from her—a reprimand? Another word of rebuke? Instead, she smiles at me. “This could be a good thing, Lila.”

      I resist the urge to groan again. “How so?”

      In response, she kicks back her chair, crossing one leg over the other. “We can change the focus of the article.” She waves a hand dismissively. “Nobody wants to read about old-school dating techniques anyway. We all know they don’t apply to the modern era.”

      Then why did you assign me that article in the first place? I think, though I bite my tongue before I actually blurt that out. “Okay…” I reply slowly, still not quite sure where she’s going with this.

      “I got some feedback from our last article, the one about marriage statistics and how the divorce rate is skyrocketing, that we ran last month?”

      The one Fiona wrote about her own parents’ divorce. I nod, recalling it. “Sure. What was the feedback?”

      “Well, just that our readers really seemed to resonate with it. Everyone wanted to talk about how they went into their marriage with a certain set of expectations, only to have those blow up in their faces. Because modern relationships don’t work the way old-school ones did. We got hundreds of comments and emailed replies, even responses to our tweets of the article. More reposts than any other article we’ve written this year, in fact. Turns out failed marriages are a hot topic right now.”

      Probably because so many people could relate to such an intensely personal subject. “So… you think we should write about marriages again?” I frown. “What’s the angle this time?” I thought we’d already covered modern divorces pretty well in Fi’s article.

      Fiona’s smile widens. “Well, wouldn’t it be great if we could track the formation and breakdown of a marriage in real-time? Especially one that’s like those we wrote about in that first article. Marriages based on old expectations.”

      “That does sound interesting,” I admit. “But where are we going to find a couple to volunteer for such an intensely personal article? Especially a couple who are only just about to get married or engaged, and who we already know will break up soon.” I let out a little laugh. “I mean, that would be like finding a golden needle in a haystack.”

      “Unless you rig the system.” Fiona’s eyes sparkle. “Unless you hand someone the needle before they jump into the haystack.”

      I frown, not quite sure where she’s going with this. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if we had someone who had just entered into a relationship based on old-school expectations of what it would look like… or someone who could push things in that direction, at any rate. But who plans to make sure the relationship bombs in the end, so she can write about it afterward…”

      I blink at her for a few seconds, while she continues to grin at me, like she’s just spouted off the most genius piece of wisdom ever. My heart sinks into my stomach. “Hold on. You’re not talking about—”

      “You said your cute student hookup saved you from some creeper, right? That’s a pretty traditional start to a relationship.”

      “Relationship?” I blurt, loud enough to make all the tech bros, even the one with his noise-cancelling headphones on, look our way. I force a weak smile, trying my best to stay calm, as I spin back to Fiona again, my voice a hushed whisper now. “Are you kidding? All we did was hook up. It was basically a one-night stand!”

      “Did he kick you out in the morning?” Fiona frowns. Oh sure, now she decides to act sympathetic.

      “No, he wanted me to stay so he could make me breakfast in bed. But that’s not the—”

      “So he does sound traditional,” she retorts.

      “No. Maybe. I don’t know! My point is, I barely know him. All we did was have one night of…” I trail off. Okay, admittedly the sex was amazing. “One night of fun,” I force myself to say. “And then I left in the morning. After I learned he was way younger than I thought.”

      Fiona arches an eyebrow. “What grade did you say he’s in again?”

      “He’s a senior, but—”

      “So he’s old enough to drink.” She waves a hand, dismissive. “That’s practically the same age as you anyway. Look, I’m not asking you to actually marry the guy. Well, not legally. Just, like, get engaged, plan the wedding, make it look real. Then break up shortly after.”

      I stare at her. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “We can make it a whole series. A relationship in live-time. It will get so many views, Lila, I just know it.” Fiona’s eyes sparkle with excitement now. “I’d do it myself, but I haven’t met any potential prospects in like, well over a year, so…” She grimaces.

      “So maybe you should go set up an easel outside the engineering department and start painting,” I grumble.

      “Even if I did, I don’t think I’d attract the cute undergrads the way you do.” Fiona nudges my knee under the table. “It’s why I sent you to write this thing in the first place, remember? You’re my hottest staffer.”

      “I’m your only staffer,” I point out.

      She waves a dismissive hand. “Come on, Lila. Do you want to write for me forever? Or do you want to get your name out there and recognized, as a brand unto yourself? These are the kind of big performance serial pieces that put names on maps. After this, you’d probably be able to score freelance gigs writing for real, huge name publications. Mags with actual print runs.” She nudges my knee again under the table, and after a reluctant moment, I meet her eager gaze. “C’mon. I know you want to branch out. Level up your career. This is the kind of risky next step you need to take if you want to make that happen.”

      I chew on my lower lip, anxious. “I don’t know…” But she’s right. I do want to branch out. Level up. All of that. I want to write for real, big name publications eventually. I want to be recognized; known for the writing I do.

      I don’t want the writing to always be about relationships, though. And I definitely don’t always want to be doing humiliating stuff like lugging easels across college campuses and setting up honey traps for unsuspecting undergrads.

      But if Fiona’s right—and, to her credit, Fiona has always had a great nose for articles that will break out and go viral, for spins on stories that haven’t been done or seen before—then this could be my chance to get to that point. To get my name out there and recognized, so that in the future, I’ll be able to choose the kinds of articles I pursue. I’ll be the one who decides what stories I chase and write about. Not the market. Not even Fi, though I love the girl.

      From the corner of my eye, I notice Fiona watching me with a little encouraging smile, like she knows I need the extra pep talk. “Do this, Lila, and I promise, afterward you’ll be able to pick up and write about any story you want.”

      Worry sinks into my stomach. Because, it’s more than just the story. It’s marriage. I have never believed in it. After everything my mother went through during hers, it’s always seemed like the worst possible idea a woman could ever get sucked into. I don’t mind hooking up; I wouldn’t even mind having a long-term-ish relationship if the right person came along to keep me interested. But I’ve never believed it’s realistic to yoke myself to someone for the rest of my life.

      In fact, I think it’s downright dangerous.

      My career comes first. My work is everything. It takes precedence, and I won’t give it up for anybody.

      Now, Fiona wants me to get married for my career, though. In order to write about, and prove to the world, exactly what I already believe: that the modern institution of marriage doesn’t work and will always lead to failure.

      “It’s not like this isn’t a stance you already believe, right?” Fiona nudges, almost as if she can see straight into my skull and read exactly what I’m thinking written all over my brain.

      I shift in my seat, and lean back in the chair, so far it squeaks in protest. If I do this, I could wind up writing somewhere with a real office. For a magazine that doesn’t share office space with nosy tech bros, somewhere with a functional coffee machine, even. I swivel back and forth in the chair, listening to it squeak under me, almost as if it’s in agreement.

      Finally, I lift my hand, one single finger extended. “If I do this,” I start, but Fiona already takes it as a sign of agreement and starts pumping her fist in triumph. Her grin, which has spread across her face now, is totally contagious. I have to chew on the inside of my lip to keep from returning it instinctively. “If I do it,” I speak up a little louder, to reiterate, “I have two conditions. First off, I’m not going to lead Charlie on.”

      “Charlie, huh?” Fiona arches an eyebrow, smirking. “Mm, perfect name for this. He already sounds old-fashioned.”

      I roll my eyes, ignoring her. “I’m telling him the truth about what I’m writing from the start. I won’t break any hearts to write an article, no matter how good you think it’ll be for my career.”

      Fiona nods slowly, humming under her breath. “I suppose that’s understandable. And it will make things easier if he’s in on the whole scam, since you’ll need to get him to propose to you pretty quickly.”

      My stomach does a terrified little flip at the word propose. Fuck. What am I agreeing to? I force the thought from my mind. “Second.” I raise another finger, and this time, I smile, although it’s still with unease in my gut. “After this series of articles is finished, you let me pick whatever I want to write about next.”

      Fiona’s grin widens and she sticks out a hand for me to shake. “Deal.”
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      As I stare up at Charlie’s apartment complex and wrap my coat more tightly around myself, my scarf fluttering in the wind, I have to work hard to convince myself this isn’t one of the worst mistakes I’ve ever made in my entire life.

      Don’t think about the marriage part, I have to keep reciting in my head over and over, since the very thought of the M-word nearly makes me want to puke. Just remember Fiona’s promise. After this, I get to decide what I’ll write. Anything I want.

      I’m already daydreaming about possibilities. Mostly to keep that whole panic reaction under control.

      I stuff my hands into my pockets and square my shoulders. This isn’t a mistake. It’s not. But deep down, I sense that it might be. Because already, some part of me is relieved. Grateful, even, to have this prebaked excuse ready to go, a reason to see Charlie again. To keep seeing him.

      It’s for work, I can tell myself, and I’m not even lying.

      How twisted is it that I can’t let myself hang with a guy I actually like unless that’s the reason? I shove that question from my mind, Charlie’s parting statement to me this morning still lingering somewhere in the back of my mind. Life can’t be all work and no play, you know. Sooner or later you’ll explode…

      He’s right. But I’m not about to give him the satisfaction of knowing it.

      I squint up at his window, but I can’t tell from all the way down here on the street if the light is on or not. So I square my shoulders and head for the building.

      Crap. At the front door I freeze, unsure which apartment number is his. There aren’t any names written beside the buzzers, so that doesn’t help either. I shift from foot to foot, not sure what to do, when the door opens itself from within, and my heart flips end over end.

      Charlie?

      No. The woman stepping outside is in sky high heels and tight jeans, her face made up and her hair done in a gorgeous cascade of curls. “Do you need inside?” she asks me as she steps out, holding the door. “Who are you here to visit?”

      “Oh, uh…” I clear my throat. “Charlie. Um, Cross,” I add, just in case, because who knows. The building isn’t that big, but there could be more than one Charlie who lives here.

      The girl’s eyes light up in recognition almost at once, before her expression sours a little. “Oh, right. Charlie.” Her gaze drops over me once more, as if she’s reassessing me now that she has this new information. “He’s great. I know him really well from school.” She offers a hand, then, but belatedly, as if it’s an afterthought. “Sammy.”

      “Lila,” I reply, taking her hand. She squeezes mine so hard I swear I can hear the bones creaking, before she releases it again almost as quickly as she grabbed it.

      “Lila. Where did you and Charlie meet? Do you go to Hartford?” She tilts her head, studying my face more closely. “I don’t recognize you from our classes.”

      “Uh, no, not a student.” I force a smile and inch toward the door, hoping I’ll give off leave me alone vibes.

      Instead she only peers at me even more closely now, more interested than ever. Shit. “Oh really? Do you live in the area then? Or work here, or?”

      I broaden my smile. “Um, sorry, but I’ve got to run.”

      “Oh, right, of course. My bad.” She holds the door wider for me to pass, her gaze following me the whole way through. “Tell Charlie hi for me,” she calls, just as I reach the inside lobby.

      When I glance back, just after I press the button for the elevator, I see she’s still poised on the stoop, watching me. Her eyes narrowed, as if she’s deep in thought.

      Great. Just what I need. I haven’t even started writing this stupid article yet—I haven’t even gotten Charlie’s permission to do it—and already I have neighbors nosing around, trying to find out what I’m doing here and why. A nosy classmate is the last thing I need right now.

      I shuffle into the elevator and press Charlie’s floor, holding my breath the whole way up.

      Give up, a voice in my head chants as the elevator speeds upward. Turn around now, just go get back in your car and head home. You can tell Fiona he said no. Make up some excuse, anything.

      But instead, when the elevator doors open, I find myself striding out of them and up to Charlie’s front door, my legs moving of their own accord, almost as if possessed.

      With every step I take, more memories from last night flood through me. The way we kissed in that elevator, his hands all over me. The way he pushed me through this apartment door and then pinned me against it, his kiss desperate, his hands as hungry as my whole body felt.

      Fuck. I’m getting wet again now, just thinking about it. Right when I need to keep my head screwed on the most. I suck in a couple deep breaths of air to try to clear my head. Then I raise a fist and rap gently on Charlie’s front door.

      Maybe he won’t hear me. Maybe he isn’t home. I have no other way to get in touch with him, since I refused to exchange numbers with him this morning—was it only this morning that I was sneaking out of this place after our night together? Somehow it feels like so much longer ago.

      Or maybe that’s just because I haven’t been able to get him out of my head all day. The memories replaying over and over seems to have given them more weight, making them stand out in my mind. Impossible to erase or forget. Just like Charlie himself.

      I raise a hand, torn between knocking again or giving up and assuming he isn’t home right now, when the doorknob turns, and then, all at once, there he is again.

      Charlie.

      My heart rushes straight into my throat, choking off any of the many potential greetings I’d rehearsed over and over in my head before I came back here.

      For his part, Charlie just grins, like he expected this all along, like he knew I wouldn’t be able to resist coming back here. “Decide you wanted a taste of those pancakes after all?” he asks jokingly, as he pushes the door wider and waves me inside.

      I take a deep breath before I cross the threshold, in a vain attempt to quell my racing pulse, the lurch of anticipation in my veins. “Something like that,” I reply as I join him inside.

      He pushes the door closed behind us, bringing another memory springing to my mind. Last night, both of us pinned against that door. The way his mouth tasted against mine, the way he slid between my thighs and—

      I clear my throat, hard.

      Charlie, for his part, just watches me with one eyebrow arched, as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking about, and it amuses him deeply. “I thought I was never going to see you again,” he says, his eyes dancing. “I thought you had too much work to do.”

      I stifle a weak smile. “Yeah, well. Actually, about that… This sort of is about work.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “Oh really. And here I thought I’d actually gotten through to you this morning.”

      I laugh, unable to help it. “Alas, I’m more stubborn than you could possibly imagine.”

      “I’d prefer if I didn’t have to imagine it.” He takes a step closer to me, and I can smell him already, the combination of his cologne and the sweat licking across his skin bringing back more memories, the sound of his voice as he thrust inside me, and oh fuck. “I’m pretty stubborn too, Lila,” he murmurs, his mouth close to mine now, his gaze hot as it sears into mine. “I’d be happy to test our wills. See who’s the last one standing.”

      My knees are already weak. Now they start to tremble, too. All I want to do is say yes. Let him make me submit again. Let him fling me over one shoulder and carry me back into the bedroom, to repeat last night all over again. Instead, I raise my chin. “Actually, about that. What are your thoughts on marriage?”

      He freezes, his expression turning to stone. His gaze sweeps across my face, as if he’s checking to make sure I’m serious. “In general, or…?”

      I clear my throat, my face flooding with heat. “Kind of. I, um… Funny story.” I force a laugh that sounds borderline hysterical. “I kind of agreed to write an article about marriage, actually. For the magazine I write for.”

      “I thought you were an artist.” He raises an eyebrow, staring at me. “The easel and everything on campus yesterday—”

      “That was for an article too, actually. The same article. Well, sort of. Except the focus has shifted now, expanded. My editor wants me to do a series on marriage from my own point of view, a personal inside story of one failing—”

      “Sorry, you’re married?” Charlie blinks at me now, confused.

      “No!” I blurt. “Of course not. Um. But… I need to be.” My cheeks could start a small fire right now, they burn so hot. “For the article,” I add lamely, by way of explanation.

      “Oh.” His expression clears. Then shifts again, into understanding. “Oh.”

      “It wouldn’t be for real,” I hurry to explain. “I just need to write a few articles about, um, starting a relationship with a traditional point of view, old-school beliefs on marriages. The series will be about how marriages that start with old-fashioned, traditional beliefs behind them never really work out in the end. So, it would end with the marriage falling apart.”

      “And you think we’d be the perfect couple to showcase this failure, because we had such a traditional start.” Amusement dances in Charlie’s eyes, lingers behind his smirk.

      “Well, you did rescue me from a creep. That’s very traditional damsel in distress and knight in shining armor type stuff.”

      He laughs. “But I only asked you out because you were mad at me for rescuing you. I wouldn’t call that an old-school attitude toward gender norms, precisely.”

      “Neither is the fact that you know what a gender norm is,” I point out. “But we can make do, right?”

      He laughs again, softer now. Then he takes another step toward me, his gaze focused laser-sharp on mine. “If I agree to do this, does it mean I get to spend more time with you?”

      My traitor heart skips a beat in my chest. He’s so close to me now that I have to tilt my head to keep my gaze fixed on his, those deep blue eyes of his captivating. For the first time now, in the light of day, I notice there are little twin sunbursts of yellowish green around the pupils of his eyes. When I breathe in, I catch his scent again, the now-familiar smell of him. A smell that was all over me this morning before I showered.

      My belly clenches, my thighs tightening together as my evil mind decides to flood me with memories all over again. His body moving against mine, the size of his thick cock when I wrapped my hands around it. The way he pinned me down with those big, strong hands while he fucked me…

      Shit.

      “I-I guess, yeah, it would,” I manage to stammer, a beat too late, delayed enough that that confident smirk of his widens. He knows he’s getting to me. And he’s enjoying it.

      “So you aren’t too busy to see me again after all,” he replies, tilting his head to one side, amusement dancing in his eyes.

      I take in a deep breath in an attempt to clear my head. Mistake. It only fills me with more memories of him. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to see you again; just that I’m really busy with work. But since this is for work now…”

      “I see.” He laughs softly under his breath. “Good excuse, Lila.” He winks. “I’ll bet you almost have yourself convinced of it too.”

      My cheeks flood with heat. “What are you—”

      “Come on.” He finally closes the remainder of that gap between us, and lets his hands come to rest on my hips, one on each side, framing me. He leans in, and without thinking, I tilt my head farther back, keeping my gaze fixed on his, my lips parting slightly in anticipation. Kiss me, damn it Charlie… But he doesn’t. He just lowers his voice, quiet and conspiratorial. “You can’t tell me you didn’t spend the whole morning thinking about me,” he murmurs. Just the pitch of his tone makes my blood sing, my thighs tremble. “I know I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” His hands trace up my hips to the curve of my waist, slow and purposeful, sending shivers through me with every inch they travel. “Remembering how it felt to watch you scream with pleasure…”

      I can’t help it. I let a full-body shiver pass through me at those words, and he feels it, chuckling quietly. Fuck. I’m already wet, I can feel it, and I shift from one leg to the other uncomfortably. Every inch of me screams out to reach up and touch him. To grab his face and pull him into a kiss. A kiss that would turn into a lick, a bite, a suck… A kiss that would end up with me pinned underneath him on that bed of his all over again.

      Instead, with the last remaining shreds of my willpower, I take a big step backward. “I was at work today,” I tell him, my voice only trembling slightly. Just enough to maintain some semblance of dignity. I hope. “I didn’t have time to indulge in fantasies.”

      “Uh huh.” Charlie’s eyes dance with amusement. “And now?”

      “Now, I…” I swallow hard. Cross my arms over my chest. “Now I need an answer. Are you up for this?”

      He chuckles again, a little softer this time. “You drive a hard bargain, Lila.” He tilts his head to one side, his eyes jumping back and forth between mine as he studies me. Part of me wants to know what he sees there. How much of my façade of calm can he see through?

      But a bigger part of me is scared to know. Because I have the feeling this man can read me easier than an open book.

      “All right,” he finally says, his voice dropping once more. “I’ll play along. But only because you asked nicely. And because I love watching how flustered you get every time I’m within five feet of you,” he adds with a wider smirk now.

      “I am not—” I start, but he steps back toward me again, and I have to clamp my mouth shut before I say something I’ll regret.

      Charlie just grins.

      I glare back. “Fine. Thank you.”

      He arches an eyebrow, never losing that easy, confident smile. “So. Traditional marriage, hmm? That probably means we should go on an actual date, don’t you think?”

      I take a few seconds to think, a little bit of the fog clearing as I do. “That would probably be a good idea. I’ll do some research on good date spots in the city—”

      “Oh, no,” Charlie interrupts. When I blink at him in confusion, he shrugs. “You said you wanted to write about being in a traditional relationship. I’m pretty sure that means, for our first date, I’ll need to pick the place.” His gaze drifts over me now, like he’s sizing me up. I feel another flutter in my belly, and this one has nothing to do with emotions and everything to do with white hot lust. I love it when he stares at me like this, like he’s undressing me his mind. It makes me want to know exactly what he’s imagining doing to me.

      It makes me imagine all the things I’d like to do to him right now…

      But instead of making a move, Charlie steps back, away from me. “Wear a dress,” he says. “Something nice. I have the perfect spot in mind.” Then he crosses the room in a handful of steps and yanks something from a drawer. A piece of paper, I realize, and a pen. He deposits it on the countertop and taps beside it. “I’ll need your address,” he adds. “So I can pick you up. Does 7PM work?”

      I blink a few times. I can’t remember the last time a guy came over to my house—well, for anything but a hookup after we’d already been out somewhere. And even then, it’s been a while. Normally, if I go on a date—also a rarity these days—I just meet the guy out at whatever local pub we pick together. Or, more often than not, one that I pick, since the guys I’ve been out with in the past tend to be pretty lazy about planning.

      I run a hand through my hair, then find myself nodding. “Yeah,” I hear myself saying, as if from a far off distance. “Yeah, 7PM would work fine.”

      Now I just have one problem remaining, I realize, as I jot down my address for Charlie. What the hell am I going to wear?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      I spend more time than I care to admit digging through my closet on the hunt for the perfect ensemble. I try on at least half the dresses I own. A lot of them are more appropriate for as night of clubbing rather than going out on a proper date. I toss those to the side. Some night I’ll want to wear a revealing, sexy little number around Charlie. But I have the feeling tonight won’t be the right night for that vibe.

      Something nice, he said. But a lot of my nicer dresses look too modest—like the sort of outfit I’d wear to Sunday mass, not out on a first date with someone I might actually like. Even if I am only seeing him for work. And even if our relationship will be totally fake from day one.

      Still.

      Eventually, I settle on one of my old standards: a little black dress with one strap, knee-length but tight and rouched, so it shows off my curves without being scandalously skintight. It’s a standard for a reason, one of those dresses you can make look super fancy or pretty sexy, depending on the accessories.

      Tonight, I pair it with kitten heels—not too high, or at least, not so high that I’ll trip over my own two feet, since I can be a bit clumsy in high heels—a simple gold necklace and a clutch bag I got from Fiona. One of the big designer brands that occasionally send her free stuff in a bid to get featured articles about their products on the website. Whenever she doesn’t like the stuff they send, she always passes it along to me. Sometimes I keep them for myself; other times I resell them to make a little extra cash, because hey, a girl’s gotta eat, and a writing salary doesn’t exactly make me bank.

      As if she’s reading my mind, my phone dings with a text from Fiona. How’s it going?

      Going on our first date tonight. So far so good.

      Great. Make sure to take note of all the details for the first installment of the article. I’m thinking you’ll want to really play up the romance and the sweetness in the first article, to make it really hit home when things fall apart in the final installment.

      My stomach surges with nerves. She’s giving me editorial notes on my whole relationship. I chew on the corner of my lip for a moment before I respond. I feel a little weird about all of this. Like I’m setting up some kind of… I don’t know, straw man relationship to trick people into rooting for.

      Hey girl, business is business. Trust me, everyone does stuff like this. It’s how you make nonfiction really sing.

      Maybe, I reply, still not sure.

      Don’t worry. This will all pay off in the end, Fi writes back, along with a little hug emoji that does nothing to soothe the nerves pounding in my skull.

      But she’s right. I need to stop viewing this as a romantic relationship. Just like I told Charlie earlier today when I went to ask him about doing this. This is business. Nothing more. I need to view tonight as a writing assignment, the way I’d plan for any other interview or assignment.

      Somehow, telling myself that does not decrease the amount of angry butterflies bashing against my stomach’s walls, though.

      By the time I have the outfit together and my nerves soothed, I barely have time to dash on some makeup before my phone timer goes off, announcing it’s 7PM. Barely a second after that, my intercom rings, and my stomach does a funny little lurch in anticipation.

      There’s Charlie. Right on time. For some reason, even though I haven’t known him for long at all, it doesn’t surprise me that he’s the punctual type.

      I flash myself one last once-over in the mirror, grab my coat, and then I hurry out of the apartment, doing my best not to stumble in the unfamiliar heels, one hand on the stairwell banister the whole way down. At the bottom, in the hallway, I straighten the hem of my dress one last time and fling the door open, then…

      Freeze.

      Because damn.

      Charlie Cross cleans up fucking well.

      I see him through the glass doors in the lobby, in a suit and tie, one hand in his back pocket, that little smirk of his playing around the edges of his lips. It widens the second he catches sight of me, and his eyes do that slow drag thing down my body, making me feel warm and hot all over, like I can feel every place where his gaze lands on my skin. I suck in a sharp little breath and open the lobby door, and have to suppress a shiver. To disguise the latter, I go to put on my coat—or at least, I try to. But I’ve barely moved before Charlie offers a hand, and I realize what he wants.

      I swallow and pass the coat to him. He holds it out, letting me slide my arms easily into the sleeves. As he pushes it up to my shoulders, he leaves his hands there, lingering for a moment as he leans in close, his lips grazing the edge of my earlobe as he whispers.

      “You look incredible tonight.”

      I force what I hope looks like a casual smile of agreement and turn to flash him the same lingering up and down look, pointed. “So do you,” I reply, and I really fucking mean it.

      He laughs softly. “Come on. We don’t want to be late.” He actually holds the door for me to pass, then draws it shut behind us. He walks ahead to the curb, where I notice his little sedan parked, a sporty model—nothing top of the line, but expensive enough that I’m pretty sure he’s not at college on a scholarship, I’ll just say that.

      My eyebrows must rise as he opens the passenger side door for me, because he notices me checking out the car and shrugs.

      “I’m on a hockey scholarship,” he explains. “Leaves me with a bit of free funds to play around with.”

      Hockey. Well, that would certainly explain the abs he’s got. I step into the car and let him shut the door after me, my heart rabbiting in my chest. I’m not used to this kind of treatment. I’m not used to men holding doors or helping me put on my coat. I’m used to… well, modern guys. Guys who send you off tipsy after a mediocre date and ask you to text them to let them know you made it home okay, but who never respond to follow up when you do.

      My heartbeat takes a minute to settle into a regular pattern. Especially once Charlie slides into the driver’s seat next to me and draws his own door shut. Because suddenly the air seems to get sucked out of the car through the closed windows, and I’m all too aware of how close we are. How his hand on the gear shift lingers near enough to graze my thigh—something he does briefly, as he shifts it from park into drive.

      “So, where are we going?” I ask, my voice a little too high and wavery to completely disguise what I’m feeling.

      He glances from the road to me and back again, smiling. “You’ll see.”

      I huff out a sound that’s somewhere halfway between a sigh and a groan. “That’s not fair. You already planned the whole thing. I don’t even get a hint?”

      His eyes dance. “You want a hint? All right…” He purses his lips, pretending to be thinking hard. “The place we’re going to is new, but already famous.”

      I frown at the road ahead. New but famous? Nothing comes to mind. I fidget in my seat. “Is now a bad time to admit I don’t really follow the social scene in town?” I ask, which makes him laugh a little louder this time.

      “Me neither.” He glances sideways at me, his smile widening. “But I asked around. Some friends who would know promise this place will not disappoint.”

      “You asked some friends for advice on where to take me?” I fire back, equally amused.

      “I wanted to make sure it would be somewhere up to your standards,” he replies.

      “And what do you know about my standards, exactly?”

      “Mm, well, I know you went out with me, so they can’t be that high.” He reaches across to nudge my leg, and I push back, playful, until he turns his palm upright and traps my hand in his, his strong, rough fingers wrapped tight around mine. “You’re worth the effort, Lila.”

      “Because it’s tradition?” I ask, unable to keep a slight edge from my tone. But I can’t let myself forget that. I can’t forget that this is all a show, all just for an article I plan to write. This will all come crashing down soon, and I cannot allow myself to get caught up in the romance before that happens. No matter how appealing the romance might seem.

      None of it is real.

      “Because you deserve it,” Charlie responds, and his gaze searches out mine for a longer second now, until he has to turn back to the road once more. His hand remains tight around mine. “Lila, I would take you out even if you weren’t planning to write some article about how dating is a terrible idea.”

      I laugh softly. He doesn’t. Then I shift in my seat once more, uncomfortable at the sincerity in his tone. “Yeah, well… Maybe you shouldn’t,” I whisper to my reflection more than to him.

      Over my shoulder, I catch him peering at me once more, his jaw oddly tight, his forehead scrunched. But if he wants to protest, he doesn’t. Or maybe he just doesn’t have time, because a moment later, he makes a left turn, letting go of my hand to do so. And then we’re here. Standing at the base of a new high rise hotel that just went up in the middle of town. A hotel I’d never so much as set foot in the lobby of, because I figured they probably charged an arm and a leg just to do that, based on the reviews I’d heard about it so far.

      “Um…” I start, assuming we’ve made a wrong turn somewhere. But Charlie is already climbing out from his side of the car and coming around to mine to open the door before I can do it myself. When he offers me a hand up out of the car, tossing his keys to a waiting valet at the same time, I have to stare. First at the building towering above us and then at him. “Are you serious?” I ask.

      “The restaurant up on the top floor is rated the best in town.” He grins. “That, and the view is also one of the best in the city.”

      “But… How much does this cost?” I murmur.

      He shakes his head. “I thought you agreed this was going to be a traditional date. I’m pretty sure that means you don’t get to ask me how much I’m spending to take you out.” He winks, then, and my stomach flutters, before I can catch hold of it.

      My instincts tell me to protest again: he’s in school, he shouldn’t be spending this kind of money on me. But I force myself to bite my tongue as I trail after him inside. After all, I don’t know his life. Judging by his car, he can afford a few splurges. Besides, it’s kind of nice—although my hardworking, do-it-yourself brain hates to admit it—to let someone spoil me for once.

      What would it be like? I wonder. If this were a real date, with a regular guy, who really did have traditional values, and want a traditional relationship? Would it still feel like this? A little hopeful and fun and freeing, while also sending jolts of anticipation through my veins every time we made eye contact?

      I don’t know. But I have a feeling a date like this wouldn’t feel quite the same with any other guy but Charlie.

      As if to demonstrate that point, he pauses at the elevator and glances over his shoulder at me, that familiar grin back. “Ready?” he says, just as an elevator dings open.

      My eyes widen as we step inside, shoulder to shoulder. There’s a bellman in the elevator, dressed in a suit, who nods to us both formally, like he’s welcoming us aboard. I step in next to Charlie, and he takes my hand. Casual, easy. Like we planned this. Like we’re just any normal couple coming here for a date night.

      My heart beats faster as his thumb traces over the back of my hand, slowly. Back and forth. Making my pulse race.

      Not nearly as fast as it beats when the elevator doors open again, though. We’re on a rooftop, probably one of the highest in town, if not the highest. It’s open air, which I didn’t expect, and I shiver, glad I hadn’t taken off my coat yet. But my lips part when I realize where we’re headed. Each individual table on the rooftop is encased in a small glass igloo, like little snow globes dotted across the rooftop.

      As we trail after the maître d’ across the rooftop, I fire a sly smile at Charlie.

      He winks back. “Not what you expected?”

      “Not exactly… But if all of your surprises are going to be like this, then I’ve got to admit, it’s tempting to let you keep spoiling me.”

      He chuckles softly, his voice a low thrum beside me, as he follows after me, close enough to bring his hand to rest on the small of my back, when the maître d’ stops at one of the little igloos. I freeze the moment his hand touches me, because even through my warm, thick coat and my less thick slinky dress, I can feel the heat from his palm, searing against my skin, making me crave more. A longer touch, a lingering one. The kind of touches we shared last night, alone in his place, when he ran his hands up my thighs and across my belly, inching lower and lower until—

      “Will this do?” the maître d’ asks us, and Charlie glances at me for confirmation.

      “It looks perfect,” I breathe, because it does. We duck under a clear plastic flap and inside the little bubble, where there’s a table set for two, bathed in candlelight, under the dome. A flickering brazier in the corner keeps the space warm and cozy, not to mention casts an additional pretty light—it’s a gas flame, dancing blue over some decorative stones.

      I slide into my seat across from Charlie’s, and before I can even think to regret the fact that we’re seated across from one another rather than side by side, his leg grazes mine under the table, his knees trapping one of mine between them.

      I shiver, and fight to keep a look of distraction off my face when I turn my face up to beam at the server. “Thank you,” I add, as he’s already backing out of the dome with a bow and closing the flap behind him once more, leaving us ensconced in the warm little bubble together.

      “This is so romantic,” I murmur, my gaze jumping from the flickering fire place to the top of the clear dome, through which I could even make out a smattering of stars—it was an unusually clear day for this late in the year, for once no puffy snow clouds blocking our view of the northern skies.

      “It seemed like it would be traditional enough for you,” Charlie teased, though his hand is behaving anything but traditionally, sliding onto my knee under the table and then gently pushing my skirt a little higher. Just far enough to let his warm, strong palm rest above my knee. The simple skin on skin contact alone nearly makes me lose my head.

      I scoot my chair a bit closer to the table, closer to him. “I suppose it will do,” I joke, with a smirk, and he laughs, then, his eyes dancing as they track mine.

      “You know, there’s supposed to be a meteor shower tonight,” he says, inching his chair in a little.

      “One you can actually see from town?” I ask, but the word ends in a breathy gasp, because Charlie has taken advantage of that chair movement of his to slide his hand farther up my thigh, his fingertips inching beneath the hem of my dress. The sensation draws a faint gasp from me, and I tilt my body closer to his, pushing his hand still higher up my leg.

      Every nerve ending in me quivers in anticipation. The less sensible part of my brain screams for me to push the table aside—or better yet, to demand he grab me and bend me backward over it. But a few remaining dregs of sanity have me glancing around at the rest of the rooftop igloos dotted across this penthouse restaurant, making sure nobody has noticed how scandalously close we’re sitting, or where exactly Charlie’s hand has wound up.

      Charlie notices, and smirks. “Don’t worry. Everyone else is engrossed in their own business right now, trust me.”

      Still, I can’t help the urge to check. But he’s right. There are only a couple other tables up here that are occupied—I’m guessing that this view and the cute little igloos and all of the rest come with a price tag hefty enough to deter the mobs of people who would otherwise be all over this spot. And besides, the few tables that do have couples seated at them look just as preoccupied with one another as we are.

      “Still.” I turn back to him, a scold dying on my tongue.

      Because the moment we lock eyes, Charlie grins and slides his hand all the way up underneath my skirt, until it reaches my hipbone. His long, thick fingers trace the edges of my panties, following the thin fabric all the way down to the spot where they curve down along the crease where my thigh meets said hipbone. He presses his finger into that crease, achingly close to my pussy, which is already throbbing with desire, white hot and eager for more.

      But I’m not about to cave in that easily.

      Charlie’s grinning at me like this is a challenge, while his lips curl at the edges with sheer amusement. “What’s the matter? Distracted?”

      I suck in a deep, barely convincing breath, and then I shift my legs, uncrossing them and recrossing them to trap his hand between my thighs, just as our server ducks into the igloo. “Not at all,” I reply, with a broad smile on my face, as the server approaches our table.

      Charlie’s hand remains trapped between my thighs. His eyes narrow for a second, and I can feel him try to pull away, but I tighten my thighs, holding him there.

      In response, he uncurls one finger and presses it right up against my panties, at the spot that, beneath them, conceals my clit. I have to clamp my lips together hard, then, to resist letting out a little moan of pleasure. Fuck.

      “Have you decided what you’d like to drink yet?”

      “Oh, I’m already sure what I want for my whole meal,” Charlie replies, his gaze locked on mine, filled with fire. His finger curls against my clit, stroking lightly, and I dig my teeth into my lower lip in order to maintain control over my facial expression.

      “I… Wine,” I blurt, awkwardly, and I drop my napkin into my lap at the same time, hoping that the waiter won’t notice how tightly my legs are crossed beneath the table, or the fact that Charlie’s leaning forward in an awkward position, one hand beneath the table in the strangest way.

      If he does notice anything, the poor server is too well-trained to say anything about it. He nods at me. “Would the lady like red or white? We also have sparkling—”

      “A bottle of red, I think,” I say, although the last word dissolves into a breathy sound as Charlie smirks and shifts his hand again, those damn fingers of his always knowing just the right spot to press to get me worked up.

      He starts to move them steadily now, his fingers stroking back and forth along my clit, the touch light enough to drive me wild, but hard enough that it makes me press my lips together hard, struggling not to make a sound.

      “Of course,” the waiter says. “And for your meals?”

      Charlie finally takes pity on me, because he flashes me a quick wink and says, “We’ll both have the steak, I think, with red. Right, honey?” Then I realize it’s not pity at all, but further torture that he’s just loving enacting upon me, because he starts to move that hand of his again, his fingers reaching to one side to slip underneath my already soaking wet panties. Now his warm, calloused fingertips graze over the bare, smooth shaven skin of my pussy lips, and it takes every ounce of self-control I possess not to come undone right there and then.

      “Mmhmm,” I nod, barely even processing what he’s saying, or the fact that he ordered for me, which normally bugs me with a guy. But we’re aiming for traditional here, I remind myself, and anyway, who cares because his fingers are making me lose all sense of self-control and decorum.

      Luckily, I manage to hang onto my wits until the waiter finishes jotting down our orders and ducks back out of the tent. Only then do I arch my hips up to press my pussy more tightly against Charlie’s hand, and let out a guttural groan in the back of my throat, hopefully low enough that nobody in any of the neighboring igloos can hear me, but at this point, who cares.

      Stars spark behind my eyelids as I come undone. I can feel every muscle in my body clenching and releasing in sync, I can feel the endorphins that flood me.

      I’m still trembling when Charlie casually slides his hand out from between my thighs and leans back in his chair. He keeps his eyes on me as he raises his hand to his lips, and slowly, never taking those searing hot blue eyes from mine, he licks each of his fingers clean.

      “You make the perfect appetizer, Lila,” he murmurs, his voice a low thrum in my eardrums, making my belly tighten and my knees tremble beneath our table.

      “You are…” My heart hammers in my chest, making it hard to think, to process anything but him. I shake my head, trying to clear it from the cobwebs that he always clouds up my mind with. “Definitely not traditional,” I add, and he lets out a low burst of laughter, then.

      “My bad.” He winks at me. “I just couldn’t resist. Having you this close and not being able to touch you would have been…”

      “What, more torturous than what you just put me through?” I arch one eyebrow, smirking.

      “I don’t know. It seemed like you enjoyed that,” he points out.

      “Only because I managed to hold it together long enough not to come while the waiter was still here,” I hiss, but that just makes his grin spread wider, makes him laugh harder.

      “I would’ve liked to see the look on his face if you had.”

      My whole face heats up bright red.

      “Yeah, probably would have gone something like that.” Charlie winks again and nudges my knee beneath the table.

      I push back a little harder than necessary, then purse my lips and fall silent as our poor beleaguered waiter reappears to fill our water glasses and deliver the bottle of wine that I barely remember I ordered.

      The rest of our night proceeds in a similar fashion. We go back and forth between trading tasting notes on our wine (neither of us know anything about wine, but we make one another dissolve into hysterical laughter by pretending to know what we’re talking about, exclaiming on a hint of oakiness there or a note of cherry there), and feeling one another up whenever we get a long enough break from the waiter’s attentions. I manage to snake my hand onto Charlie’s lap one time, tracing the edges of his cock, already hard and straining against the seams of his fancy dress pants, presumably at the thought of doing one of the naughty things he just whispered in my ear a moment earlier.

      Then the waiter is back, and we pull apart, both playing the good, traditional couple on their first official date.

      But the only time we really get distracted is after dinner—a pair of steaks that were, to be honest, probably the best thing I’d ever eaten in my entire life. Then the waiter stops by to take our after-dinner drink orders, but also to point out that pretty soon, there will be a meteor shower starting, and we should linger to watch.

      Charlie, the best date in the world, orders us some more wine and a chocolate cake to split, which is perfect for us to settle back and watch the stars while we enjoy it.

      I draw my chair around to his side of the table, and before I know it, the waiter returns with a plush, fluffy white blanket to offer us, before he opens up the top of our dome for better viewing.

      “Wow,” Charlie whispers, his voice a faint breath right against the curve of my ear, as I curl up against his chest.

      Above us, more stars than I ever guessed you’d be able to see from the city spiral past. And as we watch, one, then two, then a whole flurry of shooting stars, or meteors—I never did learn exactly what the difference was—streak past, turning the whole sky into a lightshow. Charlie runs his hands through my hair absently, leaning his chin against the top of my head.

      I smile, and I can feel his chest rise and fall with his steady breaths. Underneath, I can also feel his heartbeat, a pulse that races and skips in tune with my own. Especially when I shift against him, adjusting my body, shuffling a little bit closer.

      “This was a fun night,” I murmur, my voice echoing against his chest.

      “I have a feeling any night would be fun with you,” he replies, and the words make my heart tighten in my chest, my veins singing with anticipation. I tilt my chin back, my eyes searching out his, because damn the meteor shower, his are the sparks I want to seek out in the darkness, the eyes I want to gaze into for as long as I possibly can.

      He leans in, one eyebrow raised in a silent question, our faces inches apart, the air between us electric. Finally, when I can barely stand it anymore, I reach up and cup his chin with one hand, the stubble of his barely-there beard tickling my palm, and I pull him down into a slow, searing kiss.

      His lips melt into mine. He tastes like the chocolate cake we were just eating, sweet and dark and heady. He’s like shot of whiskey, going straight to my head, making my brain hum, my blood warm up.

      I want to stay right here forever. I want to sink into him and lose all track of time and space. I want his arms around me again, his body pressed up against mine fully. I want to tear away the clothes that separate us. But more than that, I want to get to know him. To peer past the guy staring down at me, and get inside his head.

      “What?” Charlie asks when we break apart, and I realize that I’ve been staring at him in silence.

      “Just wondering what you’re thinking about,” I admit, a faint smile on my face.

      He grins right back, easily. “I was thinking that there’s nowhere else I’d rather be right now than on this rooftop, with this gorgeous, sexy girl in my arms.”

      My face flushes with heat. But rather than twisting away from him or trying to deny the compliment like I normally would, like my usual instinctive reaction … I let myself accept it. I sink closer to him, tilting my face to press my cheek against his chest once more. “You aren’t what I expected, Charlie Cross,” I murmur.

      “Neither are you, Lila Baker,” he replies, and the thrum of his voice sends a trill of pleasure through my body, dancing down my spine.

      “I have to admit, this was a pretty good first date,” I add. “Though, I wonder if I’ll need to mention in my article how, shall we say, untraditionally you behaved…”

      He chuckles and leans down to kiss the crown of my head. “If you did, you would probably also have to admit that you weren’t exactly ladylike yourself. And that I appreciated your misbehavior just as much.” He smirks, wide enough that when I tilt my chin back to peer up at him, I catch the corner of it.

      I lean up and kiss that corner of his smile, until he turns to capture my whole mouth with his. It’s a long while before we break apart again, and when we do, we’re nose to nose, our lips barely a breath apart, our eyes locked. “Maybe I can keep a few pieces of this article just between us,” I whisper, smiling.

      “Maybe you should keep more than a few a secret.” He grins. “Because our night is only just getting started…”
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      We finish paying for our dinner—or rather, Charlie pays, because he nabs the check before I can even so much as glance at it, something that drives me crazy. But I can’t lie, it feels pretty good to be taken care of, as much as I normally hate that sort of thing. I make enough money; I can afford to split meals. But something about this whole traditional marriage set-up has me acting in ways I never would have considered before; agreeing to things I never thought would float my boat. Letting a guy take care of me, at least for one night, doesn’t feel as strange as I thought it would.

      Huh.

      I try not to dwell too hard on that thought, or on how good it feels to let Charlie take my hand and lead me out of the restaurant. This is just temporary, I have to keep reminding myself. It’s just for work. An article you’re working on. View him like you would a source or an interesting fact you’re researching to write about. Nothing more.

      But it’s hard to keep that distance when his hands have been all over me for half the night. And when they’re about to be doing the same thing all over again now.

      At least, so I think. But when we reach the ground floor of the elevator, Charlie doesn’t head for the front door, or the valet stand where we left his car. Instead he grabs my hand and leads me toward a side door, tugging me along after him as I laugh and try to catch my breath.

      “Now where are we going?” I protest.

      He just flashes me that trademark grin over his shoulder. “You’ll like it, I promise.”

      If the rooftop date is anything to go by, he’s right. But I bite my lip, trying not to let on how exactly he has me and my preferences pegged. “I wouldn’t mind going back to yours,” I point out, but that sly smile of his only widens.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on leaving you thirsty for long.” He winks, and I swear, that one move alone makes every muscle in my body go taut with anticipation.

      We step through a side entrance of the hotel and into a little garden hidden in the center courtyard of the building. Out here, our view of the sky above seems even brighter, unimpeded by the windows or the lights like there were up on the rooftop itself. I glance up just in time to catch another of those shooting stars blaze past overhead.

      Closer to hand, the garden is cute, secluded. There’s a little fountain, currently decorated with an ice sculpture in the shape of a swan. Next to that, there’s a bench tucked into a little nook beside another warming fire pit, this one bigger and putting off a lot more heat than the one up on the rooftop.

      “This is beautiful,” I murmur, as Charlie leads me deeper into the garden, until we hover beside the fire pit.

      He grins down at me. “I know,” he says, but his gaze isn’t fixed on our surroundings at all. It’s laser-sharp, focused straight on me.

      I bite my lower lip, and I’m rewarded almost instantly by the way his gaze tracks the movement, his eyes flicking down to follow the indent of my teeth where they sink into my lower lip. He reaches up with one finger and gently brushes it along that lip, until I’m forced to release it, and the pad of his thumb traces over the spot, as if he’s smoothing away the self-inflicted bite.

      “You don’t know how hard it was to resist you all night,” he murmurs.

      I arch one eyebrow, coy. “Didn’t seem like you did too good a job of that.”

      “But I didn’t get to touch you the way I wanted. The way I haven’t been able to stop thinking about doing again, since the minute you left my place this morning.” With his free arm, he reaches up, and pins me against the stone wall beside the firepit. It’s warm from the flames, or maybe just from the fire Charlie’s putting off right now, I can’t tell. Whichever it is, my whole body feels white hot, warmer than if it were a summer day out here.

      His face tilts closer to mine, and I mirror him, arching my back, my neck, up toward his mouth like a flower seeking sunlight.

      But he stops with his lips inches from mine, to grin at me. “Of course, if you want this to be a really traditional courtship…”

      I let out a low, frustrated groan. “Stop teasing me already.”

      He chuckles. “Your wish is my command.” Then his lips collide with mine, and I can finally, finally stop overthinking and just let my body run with what I want.

      I snake my hands up and over his chest to drape them over his shoulders. In response, his encircle my waist, pinning me up against the wall. One of his hands travels lower, sliding down to grip my ass tightly, which makes me arch my hips up off the wall to grind against his waist.

      Fuck. I can already feel the hard press of his cock against my belly, thick and as eager for me as I am wet for him. “Charlie…” I whisper, before we get too far gone, before we lose our heads.

      He just tilts his head to peer down at me, anticipating my response. “There’s nobody here but us.”

      “But what if…” My breath hitches. My voice fails as he tilts his head to nibble down the side of my neck. Damn him, it’s like that sexy mouth of his knows exactly where to bite, to lick, to suck, to draw the response out of me that he wants. My knees go so weak it’s a miracle I’m still standing upright. I sink back against the stone, and he pulls the collar of my coat aside to keep going, his teeth grazing my collarbone lightly, though the sensation alone makes me gasp.

      “What if someone wanders in?” I murmur, finally remembering what I wanted to say. Remembering where we are and why I should be protesting this.

      “What if they do?” he replies with a coy arch of his eyebrow, as if it doesn’t matter. As if he does wild stuff like this all of the time.

      Maybe he does. He seems pretty sure of himself. But even as the doubt begins to form in my mind, he shakes his head, chuckling under his breath as if my every thought was written across my face. “Relax, Lila,” he says softly. “We won’t let anyone catch us.”

      His eyes dance where they find mine. In the dark, they seem bluer than ever, deeper, like pools I could fall into. Drown in.

      “It’s a little hard to relax with you touching me like this,” I point out, but I’m smiling, too. I can’t help it. I can’t not smile when I look at him.

      Then, without warning, he drops to his knees and presses his face into my belly. I suck in a sharp breath through my teeth, gazing down at him kneeling before me.

      “I can help you with that,” he says, before he opens my coat, pushing it aside so he can kiss my belly. Even through the fabric of my dress, which admittedly is pretty thin, I can feel the hard press of his lips, the faint buzz of his stubble. I try and fail to suppress a shiver that has nothing to do with the cool evening air around us, and everything to do with the man driving me wild at my feet.

      “I think you and I have different definitions of relaxing,” I whisper, my gaze rising from him to glance around the courtyard. Still empty, and all the windows of the rooms overhead are farther up. Too far up for someone to see us where we are, crouched in the shadows of the flickering fire pit, beside the building at our backs. At least, I don’t think anyone could see us?

      But they might be able to. The simple possibility—that someone might be watching, even now, as Charlie kisses his way down my stomach, his lips hot through the my dress—makes my pulse race faster, my breath come harder.

      Am I… excited by this? By the risk of getting caught. I can’t deny, there’s something sexy about imagining it. About us being so desperate to get our hands on one another that we’re risking everything just to do it right here, right now.

      “It will be,” Charlie promises, his mouth so close I can feel the heat of his breath. Fuck. His face is pressed right up against the top of my panties now, his mouth inches from my mound. “Well, first, I plan to make you scream.” He grins up at me, sly and eager. “But after you come for me like a good girl, then you’ll feel relaxed.”

      My knees weaken at the sound of those words. Fuck. The man knows how to talk dirty, I’ll give him that.

      “Of course, if you’d prefer I stop…” he adds, before he leans in to press his lips right over the sweet spot, against my pussy. Even through my dress and my panties, he knows exactly where to press, the spot to touch to make my whole body twist as I inhale a surprised breath.

      “Um… No,” I manage to gasp, sinking back against the wall for support. “No, you don’t have to… stop.”

      He grins, watching me. I swear he’s enjoying this, enjoying the control he has over my pleasure. He likes making me come undone. “So… you’re saying…” With each word, his mouth shifts lower. At the same time, his hands creep around the back of my legs and slide up to my knees. Higher. As his hands rise, he pushes my skirt up with them, moving it toward my hips. “You’d like me to… Keep going?” He finishes on a question, just as he pushes the hem of my skirt past where his lips hover at the middle of my thighs.

      He kisses my upper thighs slowly, one after the next, then presses his face between them. I spread my legs, but he pauses there, waiting, tilting his head to gaze up at me, those blue eyes dancing with amusement.

      “Yes,” I breathe. I let him part my legs wider and reach down to bury my hands in his thick, blond hair. “Yes, keep going, Charlie, please.”

      He grins. “Whatever you want, wifey.”

      He’s joking, I know he is, but that one word, that one reminder of what we’re doing, of how we’re supposed to get married, even if it is for an article, to play pretend so I can write about how modern marriage is a sham that’s doomed to failure… Even so, that word makes my stomach flip, because coming from him, it doesn’t sound so insane or ridiculous.

      It sounds like something any girl would want. Who wouldn’t want to marry a man like this, a man who—

      Oh, fuck. A man who knows how to use his tongue.

      He licks up my inner thigh now, leaving a smooth, hot trail along my skin. My eyelids flutter shut, and I let out a sharp breath, as his hands part my thighs wider, his mouth inching higher, closer to the ache between my legs. Fuck, I am already soaked, I can tell even before his mouth brushes against my panties.

      He chuckles and licks the outside of my panties, before he tips his head back, his chin resting against my thigh, to peer up at me. “Someone’s been looking forward to this.”

      “Someone was teasing me all night long,” I reply in a low voice. “What can I say? You make me wet as hell, Charlie Cross.”

      “Mm. I’d apologize, but… I’m not sorry.” With that, he catches the thin fabric of my panties between his teeth and pulls them down, using only his mouth for leverage. I gasp as they peel free of my body and fall to my knees. But he doesn’t give me time to get cold in the night air, or to be distracted by anything else.

      A moment later, his mouth returns to my mound, his lips searing hot against my smooth skin. His hands grip my ass, part my thighs wider, and then his tongue slides between my legs to trace along the outer lips of my pussy, hot and wet and so damn sexy it makes the pressure start to build behind my belly already.

      I tighten my grip on his hair, trembling, unable to look anywhere but down at the man in front of me.

      His eyes, for his part, stay fixed on me too, like he’s enjoying watching me. Seeing how quickly he can make me come unraveled.

      Pretty fucking quickly, I should think, if last night was any indication.

      He presses his tongue into my slit, tasting the juices there, lapping at me like I’m the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted. He grins, then, and draws back just far enough to whisper. “I missed the way you taste on my tongue.”

      Fuck.

      “This… isn’t fair, you know,” I manage, between gritted teeth, as he returns to his ministrations. The long, slow lap of his tongue drives me fucking wild, as he starts to lick back and forth along my slit in slow, steady motions.

      “I don’t think I ever agreed to play fair,” he says, before his tongue reaches my entrance, swirls around it for a moment, and then plunges inside me.

      I can’t help it. I can’t hold it in any longer. I let out a faint cry of pleasure, my head tipping back against the stone wall behind me. Upstairs, somewhere in the hotel, lights flick on in one of the rooms. But I can’t bring myself to care. I can’t do anything to stop this, the way Charlie’s mouth feels against my pussy as he tongues me, eating me out. I can’t stop him now, not when my toes are curling inside my shoes and my heart hitches in my throat, and my pulse is going so hard and so fast it’s a wonder all the blood in my body hasn’t rushed straight to my head. Or maybe down to my core.

      Every nerve ending in my body feels white hot, poised to fire off at any second. And still, Charlie keeps going, lashing me with his tongue, pushing it inside me and pulling it back out again over and over. He curls the tip as he goes, dragging it along my inner walls, grazing over that sensitive as hell G-spot that he knows exactly how to find every time.

      And fuck. It doesn’t take long before I’m poised right up on the edge, every muscle taut with desire.

      “Charlie…” I breathe, and then louder, because he didn’t hear me, and I’m not even sure I said it out loud the first time, that’s how far from this plane I am. “Charlie, fuck, I… I’m going to…”

      He pauses just long enough to look up at me, those eyes of his white hot, filled with the kind of lust that makes my own redouble. “Come for me,” he breathes, and then his tongue plunges into me again, grazing that G-spot once more, merciless, relentless.

      “Fuck,” I groan. Then louder. “Fuckkkk,” my voice trailing off, echoing around the courtyard, bouncing off the stone walls, reverberating.

      More lights flick on. It takes me a while to notice, because at first, I mistake them for the spots dancing across my vision, the multicolor sparks I see thanks to coming so fucking hard. But when I blink a few times and those new lights remain, I realize…

      “Shit. Charlie.”

      He’s still tonguing me gently, lapping up my juices, and they’ve spilled over his mouth, into his stubble, and it makes me want to drop to my knees right now and lick his mouth clean, taste myself on his lips. But I can’t, because…

      “Is someone in there?” A door slams open, way too close for comfort. Fuck. The door we came in through. I hear a jangle of keys, followed by heavy footsteps. “This is security.”

      “Fuck,” we both gasp in sync, and way too loud.

      The footsteps start in our direction. I scramble, yanking up my panties and pushing my dress down at the same time. I’m unsteady on my feet though, swaying, and breathless still from the orgasm. Charlie catches me, laughing, and wraps an arm around my waist to steady me.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss at him, when he holds me there for a moment, letting me catch my breath, get my feet back underneath me in these stupid kitten heels I don’t know why I wore. “We have to run!”

      “Don’t be silly.” He smoothes my hair, kisses my forehead like I’m being ridiculous. Then, as casual as anything, he loops my hand through his and pulls me into a casual stroll back toward the entrance.

      We only walk a couple of steps before we practically run straight into the security guard. My heart hammers in my chest, my hair wild, my whole body still singing with the faint remaining pleasure of the orgasm, the adrenaline of the shouting from the security guard.

      The guard eyes us both, his gaze returning and then lingering on me.

      “Evening,” Charlie says easily. “We were just checking out the garden.”

      “The garden closes at sunset,” the guard says, his face a scowl of disapproval. Still, that stern gaze hasn’t left me.

      My heart stutters in my chest. But Charlie takes it all in stride. “Oh, I’m so sorry. The door was unlocked. We didn’t see a sign.” Finally, Charlie seems to register where the guard is glaring, and he glances over his shoulder at me, at my shocked, stunned expression, like I’ve just been blindsided with something. Not to mention I’m sure my face is bright red, my whole body alight and trembling after that.

      Charlie smiles, gentle and reassuring, then turns back to the guard. “My fiancée needed some air. We were eating up on the rooftop, but she felt a little dizzy when we got off the elevators…”

      The guard’s expression softens, then, and when he looks back at me, he’s no longer glaring. “I’m sorry you weren’t feeling well. But I’ll have to ask you both to leave the gardens.”

      “Of course. Thank you,” I manage, my voice only trembling slightly on the end. Charlie squeezes my hand in support, and together we hurry from the gardens, the guard behind us, grumbling to himself. Probably about annoying hotel guests sneaking into places they shouldn’t be allowed.

      My heartbeat doesn’t slow down until we’re back out front of the hotel, and the valet is tossing Charlie the keys to his car. Only when we’re safe inside it do I finally dissolve into laughter, Charlie joining me. “You should have seen your face,” he teases.

      I swat his arm. “You bastard. You can’t make me lose my head like that in public!”

      “It was fine. No harm done.” He smirks. “Not that you were very convincing with the guard…”

      “Oh, my god.” I bury my face in my hands. “Do you think he knew what we were doing?”

      “I think he knew we were in there for a little more than air, if that’s what you’re asking,” Charlie responds with a sly grin, and I swat his arm yet again. The bastard ignores me, just chuckling to himself as he starts up his car.

      “You’re the worst,” I protest.

      “You seemed to be enjoying yourself.” Charlie shrugs, unrepentant.

      I roll my eyes and sink into my seatback. “This marriage is turning out to be entirely filled with sex and little else.”

      “Is that an issue?” He side-eyes me, still wearing that sly smile of his.

      “Just…” I bite my lower lip. What am I going to write about? Traditional marriages start off with a lot of lust and sneaking off to fuck in public gardens? I clear my throat. “I need more material.”

      “So ask me.” He spreads his hands, before he reaches back for the wheel to turn onto the main road. “I’m an open book.”

      “Ask you what?”

      “Anything you want. Anything you think will be good for your article.”

      I hum a little, thinking. “What’s your major?”

      He laughs. “All the questions you could come up with, and that’s the one you think will bare my soul?”

      “I don’t know!” I reach over to bat his shoulder lightly, playful. He catches my hand and turns it over, palm up, to plant a kiss in the center of my palm. It sends tingles rushing down my arm, all the way up to my shoulder. “What should I ask, then?”

      “No, no. You picked your question already.” His eyes spark with mirth, before he turns back to the road. “Electrical engineering.” My eyebrows shoot up. I must look surprised, because he side-eyes me again. “What, you think jocks can’t have tough majors?” He winks. “Look, I’m good enough at hockey to get a full ride to college. But I’ve got no disillusions. I could play minor leagues at best; I’m no budding NHL star. So, I figured might as well use that full ride to best advantage. Choose a smart career move, something that I enjoy, that’ll be steady once my hockey career winds down.”

      “That’s smart,” I say. A lot smarter than I was with my major. Who decides to choose a journalism major in today’s climate?

      “I like to think so.” Charlie grins. “My turn now.”

      “Your turn for what?” I glance back, smirking.

      “To ask a question.” He studies my face, in between making another turn, toward his apartment and not mine, I can’t help but notice.

      “Is that the game we’re playing?”

      “It is now. And you’d better stop asking things, or I’m going to start counting those as your questions.”

      I laugh, but I do stop talking. My face tingles, because I can feel him looking at me hard, studying me. Or maybe just because I’m feeling a little nervous, exposed. What’s he going to ask me?

      “Why did you stop painting?”

      “What?” Whatever question I expected, it wasn’t this one.

      “You’re good. I saw the painting you were working on outside the engineering building. Even if you claimed it was crappy, just a draft. You’ve got talent, Lila.”

      “Not real talent.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe, maybe not. Some people would say I don’t have real hockey talent, because I wasn’t scouted for the NHL fresh out of high school. But that doesn’t mean the game doesn’t give me pleasure, add something tangible to my life. So why did you really stop painting?”

      I turn away from him to gaze out the passenger side window instead. But it doesn’t help. It’s dark outside, and I can still see his face in the reflection. Every angle, from his sharp cheekbones and jawline to the hook of his nose. It makes me want to turn around and run my fingertips over those angles. To lean in and kiss the frown line from his brow.

      But I force myself to think. Because really… I’ve never thought about why I stopped. “I guess… life got hectic. My job got more demanding. I wanted to make writing work, as my main career, so I just…” I shake myself a little bit. “I stopped creating, in that way.”

      “Do you miss it?” he asks, his voice careful and quiet in the hushed car.

      But I’m not about to fall for that. I turn back to him, clicking my tongue. “That’s a second question. It’s my turn first.”

      He laughs, but his eyes flash, white hot, fixed on mine, dancing with approval. “Now you’re getting it.”

      I need a better question this time. A real one. One that will really make him think. One whose answer I can use in my article, I try to remind myself, but that Lila is a distant voice in the back of my head now. The Lila who signed up to do this for my career, who is job-focused and job-focused only… She’s not in this car anymore. She’s not ensconced in this little bubble, sharing space with the first man in a long, long time who’s made me laugh until I’m breathless, come until I’m screaming… Or who’s been able to ask me questions I don’t see coming.

      “If you could have one do-over, for something in your past, what would it be?”

      He makes a little hmm sound, a throaty noise that nearly undoes me. But he’s smiling, still. “Good one,” he admits, daring a glance my way. Then he falls silent once more, thinking. “It’s tricky, because I really don’t believe in regret. Or, I try not to. I think it’s a pointless emotion—the only way you can move is forward, so why waste the energy looking behind? But… if I’m honest.” His hands tighten on the wheel. “I do regret not punching Tyler when I caught him harassing you.”

      I let out a surprised laugh. “Really? That’s your biggest regret.”

      “It’s fast becoming it, yes.” His eyes find mine again and linger this time. “I don’t like the idea of anyone hurting you, Lila. I like even less the idea that I let him get away with it.”

      Something warm and hot unfurls inside my belly. Heart in my throat, I reach out to rest my hand over the back of Charlie’s, right on the gear shift. His skin feels warm beneath mine. When I loop one finger around his wrist, I can feel his pulse, butterfly-fast, along the underside. “He didn’t hurt me,” I murmur, because it’s true. To be honest, I’d almost forgotten all about the incident by now. Because that kind of shit happens all the time, and I’m used to brushing it off. “But thank you. It’s nice to hear you say that.”

      Because I’ve never had a guy say something like this before. Talk about protecting me, defending me. It sucks that he has to, but… it’s still nice that he wants to. I didn’t expect that.

      If I’m honest, I didn’t expect any of this. Charlie Cross hit me out of nowhere, completely blindsided me.

      And I have a feeling that, when all is said and done, and when my articles are completed… I’m going to have a lot harder time walking away from this than I once thought.
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      Four days in, and so far the experiment is proving to be a success, at least as far as Fiona is concerned. “Have you seen the hits that first article is getting?” she keeps declaring every time I stop by the office, making me come over to her desk and physically look at the tracking results on the screen, even though I could check from my own computer just as easily.

      But I haven’t. I don’t want to. Something about it has started to feel weird. I wrote about our first date (the PG-13 version, anyway, so heavily edited), then the way he dropped me off at my place after (omitting the fact that I did in fact spend the night at his before he dropped me off the next morning). I wrote about how we met up for breakfast another day, and traded childhood stories over coffee and croissants—well, croissants for me, and a heap of protein for Charlie, because, training regime.

      Apparently the story struck a nerve. People were all about reading the intimate details of a “traditional” relationship. So many people were leaving comments talking about how romantic it sounded, how they wished they could find a guy like this, start a love story like this.

      It makes my coffee curdle in my stomach, now, to think about it. Because I know what’s coming. I know this whole article series is just a set-up to a disastrous end that will leave people angry, heartbroken. Or maybe just impressed at my writing, I don’t know.

      Not for the first time, though, I wonder if this is really a good idea. Or if I just let Fi talk me into it because I’m scared of the alternative. Scared of not having anything catchy to write about at the moment, so my name and my work will fall into obscurity.

      But is that worth going through this? Is that worth getting so close to Charlie only to have to blow it all up soon?

      I don’t know the answer.

      I should probably figure it out, I keep telling myself. Especially tonight, our first long weekend together, as I dress to go to his big Friday night hockey game. Apparently they’re playing a big rival team, so tonight’s game should be well attended, a packed stadium full of—well, Charlie’s classmates. Other students. Other girls, girls closer to his age and sharing his classes, who I’m sure all have eyes for their team’s hot starter.

      Charlie may downplay how good he is, but I’ve looked him up over the past couple of days—mostly whenever I needed to link to articles about him in the student paper from my own article, with his permission of course. He’s the co-captain of the team, and their lead center. The other captain is the goalie, and the only other player on the team with a better rating than Charlie. Granted, their team isn’t the best out of the college league they’re in, but they’ve been playing a stellar season. Some of the articles I’ve seen predict that they might pull a come-from-behind move this season and wind up as a surprise playoff contender.

      Tonight’s game will help determine that. If they win tonight, it puts them one step closer to the playoffs, to glory.

      My stomach ties itself in knots, I’m so fucking nervous. Because tonight will also be the first night we’re stepping out in public together since the articles launched. At least in a big way. We’ve gone to coffee shops, bars, little restaurants in his neighborhood or mine, where the owners already know one of us.

      But we haven’t met each other’s friends yet. We haven’t gone together to a big event. We haven’t gone somewhere like this: to a hockey game where he’ll be on the ice, the center of everyone’s attention, and I’ll be the girl right behind the team bench, cheering him on. The girl he’ll obviously be with.

      What if he changes his mind? What if he doesn’t want to be so public about our relationship?

      I have to keep reminding myself, this isn’t a real relationship. None of the feelings I’m having right now are real. It’s all a game, designed to get Fiona more clicks on her website, and me more notoriety as a down-to-earth real-world romance chronicler.

      Somehow, the reminder does nothing to help calm the churn in my gut as I tug on the sweatshirt that Charlie loaned me, a school hoodie with the logo of the hockey team sprawled across the front.

      It still smells like him. I pause for a moment in front of my mirror, lifting it to my nose to breathe him in. Only then does the churn in my stomach settle, and my body relax, ever so slightly. Because this, at least, is familiar. He has become familiar, a comforting presence in my life. Over the past few days, we’ve opened up to one another more, to the point where I feel like I can talk to him about anything: about my worries about my career, my dreams of how I’ll make it big someday, my fears about what will happen if I can’t write a break out article, something that really goes viral.

      And in turn, he shares with me. His dreams of the future, playing hockey until he can’t anymore and then starting his own company, something in tech. Maybe a sports tracking app to help people follow their favorite teams. He hasn’t decided exactly, yet, but I love that he dreams so big, and that he never seems scared to weave all his dreams together.

      He wants it all. And it inspires me. Because it makes me think that maybe, someday, I can have it all too. Or at least reach for it, because what’s the harm in trying?

      “Hair up or down?” I ask my reflection. The girl in the mirror looks like my younger self, almost college-ready, in this hoodie. With a grin, I tug my hair up into a high ponytail, fluff up the waves a bit, and add a little streak of black under one eye in solidarity for the team.

      Then I grab my purse and head out the door. I already have the route to the stadium memorized—I did go to Hartford after all, once upon a time, and the campus hasn’t changed that much in the few years since my graduation. I park in the lot, which seems way more crowded than I ever remember seeing it for hockey games. Normally we’re a big football town, but recently our football team has been performing a little bit worse, and our hockey team a lot better. Maybe the crowd is shifting too, following the success.

      Great, just what we need, I think as I park the car and wrap my college scarf even more tightly around my neck. More witnesses.

      When I pull open the doors to the stadium, a gust of cool air hits me, followed by a familiar smell. Air con and ice and sweat. Unable to help myself, my eyes fly straight to the ice, to our boys warming-up on it. I watch them run through shooting drills.

      It’s easy to pick out Charlie. He’s taller than most of the team, and as broad as some of their big defenders. Unusual for a center, he told me last night, when we were lying in bed and he was talking me through what to expect at this game. I’ve watched hockey before, of course—you don’t grow up in New England without at least seeing a few games. But until I talked to Charlie, I never really thought about how much strategy goes into the game, into the placement of the individuals on the ice, and the job each of them have to do in order to keep the team a well-oiled scoring machine.

      I can’t lie. Mixed up with all my nerves, there’s a bit of excitement too. I’m eager to see him on the ice, to watch him perform in his natural element. I want to see what he can do. I want to see if he’s as good as he claims he is—or if, like I suspect, he’s a bit better than he thinks.

      Plus, sporting events are just fun. Especially hockey, which is such a fast-paced, physical sport.

      The physicality of it grows more obvious as I descend the stands toward the ice, to the seat I can already see that Charlie has reserved for me by draping a big Hartford flag over the back of it, with my initial in the center.

      There are already a few people here, despite the fact that the game won’t officially begin for another fifteen minutes or so. More people, I can tell from the direction the faint roar of noise comes from, are outside in the hallway near the bar, pregaming.

      But I take advantage of the relatively empty stadium to slide into my seat with only a few witnesses. Still, even those people shoot me curious sideways looks—this older girl arriving alone, seating herself right behind the team bench, in a seat clearly reserved by a player. I can practically feel their questions bouncing off me. Who is that? Does anyone recognize her? Does she go here?

      I settle into the seat and adjust my scarf, trying my best to blend in.

      That’s all ruined when, about five minutes later, Charlie spots me and skates right over to the bench, waving both arms like a goof. By now, more people have filed into the arena, all chattering and talking, drinks in hand, voices echoing in the cavernous space.

      “Lila! You made it.” I see Charlie’s lips move more than hear what he’s saying—his voice is a faint sound among the din. Then he blows me a kiss.

      My cheeks flush bright red, but I mime catching it and pressing it to my heart. “Of course,” I shout back, even though I’m not sure he can hear me at all.

      I definitely catch even more people looking at me now. Girls elbowing one another and whispering, eyes fixed on me. Clusters of people all shrugging at one another as if to say, no idea who she could be.

      Nobody, I want to tell them. Nothing to see here. Everyone please just return to your regularly scheduled fan cheering.

      But unfortunately, if I do my job right, they’ll all know who I am soon. That’s the point, after all, right? To get more readers, more fans, more people following this relationship and invested in it. Before we bring it all crashing down.

      I breathe in the ice-tinted air, trying to clear my head. It’s going to be okay.

      Luckily, once the other team skates up to face off against ours, and we all rise for the national anthem, I have something to distract me.

      And when the puck drops, I forget all about my worries in the first place. Because wow.

      Charlie dominates the ice. He skates faster than anyone else on his team, whizzing from one end to the other. I can’t keep my eyes off him, and I track his path back and forth, as he moves from helping to defend his goal one moment to skating across the blue line and racing into enemy territory the next.

      The other team is talented too, I can tell. They match each of Charlie’s shots, and never leave him open for long. They have one particularly big bruiser who never even touches the puck—his only job seems to be to trail Charlie like a piece of gum stuck to his shoe, never letting the puck reach Charlie’s stick if he can help it.

      But Charlie doesn’t let that stop him.

      Eventually there are five minutes left in the first period, and one man short, thanks to a bullshit penalty call if you ask me—the ref claims one of our guys tripped the other one, but even from my seat all the way off to the side of the ice, you could totally tell their guy was faking it, falling exaggeratedly over our guy’s stick when our guy didn’t even move an inch toward him.

      That’s when Charlie gets hold of the puck at center ice. He takes off, instead of playing defensive and just dumping it into the enemy zone. He speeds straight toward the net, toward their defenders. He fakes right, and one defender peels off, trying to deflect a shot that never comes, because Charlie still has the puck. He whirls around the second defender, fires off a backhanded shot, and…

      “GOAL!” the announcer shrieks, and then everyone is on their feet, jumping, shouting, screaming.

      I leap up right along with them, shouting Charlie’s name. Some guy I don’t know high-fives me, and a girl in the stands behind me gives me a hug from behind. I’m laughing, cheering.

      The attitude in the arena changes after that.

      So does our team’s skating. Unless I’m much mistaken, they seem to move faster, complete more passes, dodge more attacks. By the end of the first period, we haven’t let a single goal in, and my adrenaline is pumping hard as we roll into a period break. Charlie waves at me from the ice, gesturing. I don’t quite understand, until the girl who hugged me in the stands earlier taps me on the shoulder.

      “He wants you to meet him at the locker room,” she explains. Then she offers a hand. “Anna, by the way. If you want to walk over together, I’m headed that way. Pat’s my boyfriend.” She points at one of the defensemen, who’s waving in her direction and beaming. “A bunch of the guys meet their dates between periods. Supposed to be good luck if we give them a kiss.” She grins at me.

      “Oh. Sure,” I tell her, my face flushing. Because for a second, I forgot what I was doing here. I forgot that Charlie wasn’t really my… well, anything.

      Before I know it, I’m following Anna out of the stands, weaving through the press of the crowd and up the stadium seats, down a long hallway, past a security guard who looks like he’d rather keep playing Angry Birds on his phone than give any kind of a damn who comes back here anyway, and the next thing I know we’re standing outside a closed door that positively reeks of men. Body odor, sweat, adrenaline. And a whole lot of Axe Body Spray.

      My nose must wrinkle, because Anna catches a look at my expression and bursts into laughter. “I’d say you get used to it,” she says, “But you really don’t.” Then she’s pounding on the door, before I can say anything.

      I notice a couple other girls headed up the corridor toward us, all around Charlie’s age probably, dressed in everything from jeans to miniskirts. I shuffle from one foot to the other, suddenly shy.

      “So, how long have you and Charlie been seeing each other?” Anna asks, that grin back again.

      “Oh, um… I don’t know if we’re like, officially—”

      “Lila.” Charlie’s the one who has flung open the locker room door. Charlie, only half dressed, bathed in perspiration. Charlie, with his perfectly sculpted, naked chest on display for everyone to see, those perfect washboard abs glistening, and oh, fuck. The way he’s looking at me, like he could devour me alive, makes me wish fervently that everyone else in this hallway would just… disappear.

      “Hey,” I manage, eloquently.

      Then a couple other guys shoulder past him, including Pat, I guess, because he wraps his arms around Anna and practically lifts her off the ground, spinning her around as they kiss.

      “So.” I clear my throat softly. “I hear it’s, uh, good luck, to…”

      “Kiss me?” Charlie arches an eyebrow. Steps closer. I can feel the heat radiating off him. See the way his sweat-slicked hair sticks to his forehead. It makes me itch to push it back. Or better yet, drag his face down to mine. “So I hear,” he says, that sly, halfway smile lingering on his mouth.

      So I just fucking do it. I step forward, wrap both arms around the back of his neck, and draw his mouth down against mine. It catches him by surprise, I can tell. His eyebrows shoot up. But then our lips collide, and his hands frame my face, white hot against my cheeks, and his lips are every bit as soft as I remembered. Not to mention as strong.

      They part mine, and his tongue collides with my own, tangling with it, hungry, like we’re both trying to devour each other whole.

      When we pull apart again, my chest is heaving, and it’s a wonder I’m still standing upright on my own two feet, with all the sensations flooding through my body.

      “Damn. Need a lot of luck tonight or what?” asks a female voice somewhere behind us. A familiar one.

      Charlie glances up, before his gaze returns to mine, as if drawn by a magnet. Like he can’t resist looking at me whenever he possibly can. “Oh, Lila. This is Sammy. She lives in the same apartment complex as me.”

      When I turn, I find the same girl who offered to let me into Charlie’s building that first day I went back to propose this whole mess to him. My stomach tenses. I remember the way she grilled me, wanting to know if I went here, what I was doing visiting Charlie. But she’s smiling now, so I smile back, even if it feels strained around the edges. Forced. “We met, actually. She let me into your building once.”

      “Good to know you weren’t some random stalker,” Sammy says, in a tone that tells me that’s exactly what she thought I was.

      All around us, other girls are hugging or kissing their partners. At least half a dozen couples. But Sammy doesn’t kiss anyone. I wonder why she came here, until I notice a couple other girls say goodbye to their partners and go back to Sammy’s side.

      “Well. See you around I guess. Lila, was it?” Sammy starts back up the hallway, her eyes lingering on me in a way that makes my stomach tense.

      Is she jealous? Did she want her own boytoy on the team, is that why she’s mad at me? Because I stole Charlie?

      Well, joke’s on her. He’s not really mine to begin with. And once this article is all said and done, after he and I end our fake relationship, she can have him.

      Except, for some reason, the thought of that makes my nausea redouble. Probably just because she seems like a possessive jerk, I tell myself.

      Definitely not because I’d be jealous of whoever Charlie hooked up with after me. No way.

      Still, it leaves a sour taste in the back of my mouth, until Charlie leans down to kiss me one more time. “Got to get back in there,” he says. But he lingers, winks at me. “Thanks for the luck.”

      “Not that you need it,” I reply, grinning. “You are a hell of a lot better than you led me to believe with all that false modesty crap, Charlie Cross.”

      “Isn’t he, though?” Pat says, slapping Charlie on the back as he heads back into the locker room himself.

      Next to me, Anna laughs. “Charlie’s always been too modest,” she murmurs, though her voice is still loud enough for Charlie to hear, as he rolls his eyes and follows Pat inside. “To be honest, I’m shocked this is the first time a guy like Charlie Cross is bringing a girl back to the locker room for a lucky kiss,” she adds, as she starts back up the hallway toward our seats, where we can watch the rest of the game.

      My eyebrows shoot up my forehead. I can’t have heard that right. “Wait, you mean he’s never brought anyone else back here?”

      Anna shakes her head. “He’s had a couple hookups, I think, over the years. But nothing that ever stuck.” She glances over her shoulder as if checking for eavesdroppers, before she lowers her voice confidentially. “If you ask me, that Sammy girl has been trying so desperately to get with him for the last year that Charlie just gave up on dating at all. She chases any prospects away.” Anna shrugs. “But, also, he just never seemed that into anybody. Tonight, though…” Anna’s eyes dance with amusement when they find mine again.

      I bite my tongue so hard I swear I’m in danger of drawing blood. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say. Even though I should be agreeing with her. After all, we’re planning on getting fake-engaged soon. I should probably be lapping up these compliments. Feeling glad that Charlie doesn’t have any complicated exes in his past, or happy that he’s not the type of guy to lead a bunch of girls on.

      Instead, this new information only serves to make feel more conflicted. If he’s never dated anyone seriously before, will this affect him more than I thought? To pretend to get engaged to a girl only to have it fall apart?

      I guess I just figured, what with him being a hockey star and looking the way he does, that Charlie was a player on campus. Or if not a player, the kind of guy who could get any girl he wanted and went after them.

      Okay, I guess that is a player. And I’m glad he’s not. But…

      I push my lingering doubts to the back of my mind as we reach the arena once more. We took long enough arriving—the team is already back on the ice, circling to warm up, while the refs finish resetting the nets after the ice cleaning.

      We settle back into our places, this time with beers in hand—Anna insisted on buying me one. We sip as the game starts up again. But the beers quickly prove to be a mistake, because about five minutes into the second period, Charlie scores again, which makes me forget all about the beverage in my hand and leap to my feet, promptly spilling half the drink on my own jeans.

      “Shit,” I bark, and Anna bursts into laughter behind me, before she throws a few napkins at my head. I wipe myself off as best I can and chug the beer to prevent any further spillage. It definitely makes the next period interesting, or at least more entertaining.

      Charlie doesn’t score again, but he passes to one teammate who does. Then the other team roars back with a vengeance, scoring once and then twice in quick succession, all while Charlie is on the bench and another line of players are on. I can see his frustration in the way his shoulders tense and his hands fist around his stick. But he never yells at his teammates or makes them feel bad. I’m close enough to hear what he’s shouting, and it’s all encouragements, cheering them on, telling them it’s okay, they’re still ahead by one.

      As the second period pulls to a close, within the last minute, the other team scores one last goal, though, tying it up. This time, when the team skates off the ice for the second period break, there aren’t any cheerful waves or shouts.

      I bounce my leg against the stand, nervous, until Anna brings a hand to rest on my shoulder. “Hey, this happens all the time. Don’t worry. They’ll come back next period.” She grins at me, then glances down at my still-damp thigh. “Another beer?”

      But I remember what happened to the last one and wisely shake my head. “Think I’ll stick to bottled water. Less spill risk.” Still, I trail out after her into the main bar area this time, just for something to do.

      The period break lasts twenty minutes, which means twenty minutes of curious college kids peering at me, trying to guess my deal. A few of the girls I saw at the lockers earlier, including Sammy, sidle up to Anna and start chatting. But to her credit, Anna sticks by my side, and any time one of them asks about me, she waves me over to I can answer the question myself.

      I tell them I met Charlie on campus. Not a lie. I tell them he’s a great guy, really sweet and funny.

      “You’re a lucky girl,” says one of the girls, who I saw kissing the goalie earlier. “Charlie’s a total catch. We’ve all been wondering when he’d finally set his sights on someone.”

      When she thinks I’m not looking, I notice Sammy kick that girl’s shin lightly, and the two of them exchange glares, until the girl shrugs, as if to say, What?

      Good to know not everyone in this crowd immediately distrusts me, at least.

      Though they’d be right to, I can’t help adding in the back of my head. After all, everything they think they know about me, about Charlie, is based on a lie.

      But still, it feels good to be included. Good to chat with them, as we wait for the third and final period to begin, I feel for a little while like I’m just here on a normal date with a normal guy I like, getting to know his friends and teammates’ girlfriends.

      Anna cracks a few jokes about the beer—which, to be honest, tastes a lot better than I remember any beer I used to buy in college tasting, but still not great—and pretty soon we’re all laughing, even Sammy. I force myself to smile at her, and hope that she can let this tension between us go. But she avoids my eye, so I just focus on getting to know the other girls instead. They seem nice, friendly enough, and genuinely happy for Charlie and me.

      Which only makes me feel weirder.

      Soon enough, though, a little buzzer sounds to let us know that the third period will be starting soon. We file back into our seats. This time, Anna sits right next to me, and together we cheer for our boys as they file back onto the ice.

      The period starts out hot and fast and only keeps getting wilder. Within the first few minutes, both teams have gotten penalties—the other team for tripping one of our players, and one of our team for shoving the guy who tripped his friend.

      Halfway through the period, when there still haven’t been any goals scored, despite more than a few stellar attempts, most of them by Charlie himself—the other goalie is talented, I’ll give him that—a fistfight breaks out. I don’t notice it at first, until Anna elbows me and points. It’s down by our end, a defender and one of the other team’s offenders squaring off. Then a second member of their team jumps our guy, and next thing I know Charlie is flying into the fray.

      My stomach knots with nerves. Shit. I forget myself and jump to my feet so I can see better, my hand flying to my mouth.

      Don’t get hurt, damn it.

      Charlie swings a punch at the opposing team’s big, burly defenseman, the one who up until that moment had been whaling on Charlie’s teammate. There’s a scuffle, a flurry of uniforms where I can’t quite see anything, and then Charlie emerges just in time to deck the other guy across the chin, before a ref explodes between them, shoving them apart and shouting.

      The ice devolves into chaos for a while, while the refs sort out who started the fight, who to blame for what.

      “Come on, they totally incited that,” Anna complains at my elbow.

      I can’t stop biting my nails, my thumb nail almost all the way down to the quick now. And all the while, I don’t dare take my eyes off of Charlie, as if, were I to look away for a moment or blink, he might vanish into thin air, or end up injured worse than he already is. Even from here, I can see a bruise swelling on his cheek, and a cut on his lip.

      Eventually, the refs announce both sides will serve a five minute penalty. They push Charlie into the box along with the guy he punched, even though the other team blatantly started that fight in the first place.

      “What bullshit,” I grumble to Anna, who makes angry noises of agreement at my elbow.

      Worse, the five minute penalty means Charlie will be totally off the ice until the end of the period, when there will only be a few minutes of play left.

      I watch the clock tick down nervously. I’m not used to getting invested in sports games. Usually I just go to football games or the occasional baseball game to eat the stadium food, drink beers and hang out with whichever friends have talked me into going in the first place.

      But with Charlie’s team on the line, suddenly, all I want is this win. My heart feels like it’s in my throat, as the minutes tick down until Charlie will be released from the penalty box. I keep glancing from his taut, tense shoulders, to the ice where his teammates struggle to fend off more and more offensive pushes from their opponent. The goalie makes a couple of stellar saves—behind me, I hear his girlfriend whooping loudly.

      Then, finally, the timer on the penalty clicks off. The second he’s able, Charlie flies from the penalty box and into the fray. Almost right out of the box, he takes a pass from his right winger. He flies with it toward the opposite end of the ice.

      “Go, Charlie!” I shout, unable to hear my voice, because the whole arena is deafening now, roaring with sound, as people chant for our team.

      Anna grabs my hand and squeezes tight. I squeeze back, as Charlie nears the goal.

      He feints to one side, moves to slap the puck. In front of him, the goalie dives to stop it… But the puck is still on Charlie’s stick. He pivots, fires it left and—

      “Yes!” I scream. The puck hits the back of the net, with only a minute left in the period. Goal.

      The rest of Charlie’s teammates roar and practically tackle him in a hug. My heart leaps into my throat again, as I watch the heaving mass of players, hoping nobody accidentally elbows or crushes anyone in that fray. But eventually, Charlie’s head emerges again, his face a huge, wild grin.

      And he’s staring right at me. Right there on the ice, with everyone watching, he points at me. Blows a kiss.

      I laugh. And grin right back at him, cheering too, jumping in the stands with Anna beside me.

      A minute of frantic scrambling later—the other team trying to score again, and our team stopping them all the while—the buzzer sounds. Game over.

      “We won!” Anna screams in my face, and I laugh and hug her, then the other girls.

      My heart swells in my chest. Wow. I never knew hockey games could be this fun. I never knew I could get so invested in the outcome of a game. We’re still cheering and celebrating, when Anna nudges my shoulder.

      “You might want to go down there,” she says, thumbing over her shoulder.

      When I turn around, I notice that the teams have finished their ceremonial “good game” handshakes. But Charlie is still standing in the middle of the ice, waving at me. Gesturing for me to come there.

      Come there how?

      I climb down to the players’ box and stop there. At least, until Charlie skates over, and opens the little door that leads onto the ice itself.

      “Come here,” he calls.

      My forehead scrunches with confusion, but I listen to him. I hop over the boards, and step gingerly onto the ice with one sneaker. “I don’t have skates,” I protest.

      “I’ll help you.” Then he’s there, right in front of me, taking my hand and drawing me with him onto the ice.

      He skates backward, pulling me with him, so I don’t have to try and walk in shoes on this slippery as hell post-game surface. His hands feel warm and strong, wrapped around mine. I expect him to take me in a little circle, maybe hug me, and then let me go back to the safe, dry stands.

      Instead, he starts to tug me toward the center of the ice.

      “What are you doing?” I shout, laughing. Behind him, I spot a few of his teammates watching, grinning. Still more are lined up along the boards, trading high-fives and celebratory shots that their friends watching the stands brought with them. The room is still crowded, nobody eager to disperse after this win. Everyone wants to hang out and celebrate.

      Which means there are still a ton of witnesses when we reach the center of the ice, and Charlie drops to one knee.

      “Charlie,” I hiss, reaching down to grab his hands. But he takes mine instead, pressing them together, holding them between his hands.

      “You said you wanted traditional,” he says, his voice low, so nobody can hear but me.

      By now, a couple of his teammates have noticed what he’s doing, as have more than a few of the girls in the stands. I hear whoops and cheers starting up, along with gasps.

      “Lila Baker,” he starts, his eyes fixed on mine. And looking down at him, still sweaty and flushed with victory, dressed in his full hockey suit, gracefully kneeling on this slippery as hell rink like it’s nothing, like balancing here on literal ice is the easiest thing in the world… Fuck. He’s hot.

      His smile widens, like he knows what I’m thinking. “The days I’ve spent with you have been some of the most fun, exciting days in my life. Not to mention sexy.” He smirks, and my face heats bright red. Or, redder than it already was, at least.

      “Charlie… You don’t have to—”

      “I want to,” he interrupts me, his voice low and heated. He tightens his grip on my hand. “Lila. I’ve loved being with you. Getting to know you, learning how your mind works. I want to keep doing that, every day, for the rest of our time together. So.” He reaches into a pocket, and I can’t help it. I actually gasp.

      He didn’t.

      But he did. He withdraws a flawless diamond ring on a white gold band, in what looks like a vintage setting.

      “Where…?” I breathe, confused. Stunned. He actually got me a ring?

      “It’s my grandmother’s,” he explains in a low voice. “She gave it to me years ago. She told me that when I found the right woman to wear it, I’d know. Well. I think I found her.” His eyes fix on mine, searing hot.

      Gazing into those eyes, I can’t help it. My heart tightens, and my stomach flips. This feels real.

      I know it isn’t, I know it’s all a set-up. But it feels so fucking true.

      “Lila Baker,” Charlie says, his voice louder now, back to the performance of the thing. The entire stadium is staring at us now, everyone from his teammates to the opposing team, who were halfway to their changing rooms when they stopped and turned around to gawk at the Hartford captain pulling this public stunt. Even the fans in the stands have stopped chanting, all of them leaning in a little, so they can hear. “Will you make me the happiest man on earth, and marry me?”

      I press my lips together to keep from letting out a sound—what sound, I don’t know. Part of me wants to laugh. Another part, a bigger part, wants to cry. Tears sting at the backs of my eyes, and they feel like happy tears, except that can’t be right, because I have never cried happy tears once in my entire life.

      First time for everything, I guess.

      “Yes,” I breathe, and the crowd erupts all over again, like Charlie just pulled off another stellar goal in the last few minutes of a game. “Yes, I’ll marry you,” I repeat, louder, all while Charlie is leaping to his feet and pulling me into a tight hug.

      Then our lips collide, and fuck it, I don’t care if it is fake, this is the best fucking moment of my life. I sink into that kiss, wrapping my arms around his neck as he pulls me against him, lifting me straight off my feet, ice be damned. I can feel every inch of his body pressed against mine, and on impulse, I wrap my legs around his waist to pin myself there.

      The cheers turn into whoops, and when we break apart, our faces hovering an inch apart, Charlie grins at me. “Here goes nothing,” he whispers. Then he kisses me again, slower, and fuck, I can’t wait to tear all this hockey gear off of him.

      But at the back of my mind, a little voice won’t stop whispering: What did we just do?
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      There’s an after-party immediately following the game, but we barely last an hour at it. The whole time, Charlie keeps his hands on me, holding my hand, then wrapped around my shoulders, then sliding down to my waist, the small of my back. Lower.

      By the time we’re standing near the punch, his hand sliding along my ass, I know it’s time to give up on pretending that we care about socializing with anyone tonight.

      “Should we get out of here?” I murmur, only to be rewarded with a flash of heat from his glance.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” He leans down to kiss my temple, and his lips linger against my skin. “I can’t wait to get you back in my bed… fiancée.” His eyes, when they find mine again, practically burn, they’re so filled with desire.

      I can’t lie, that word on his lips does funny things to me. It sends electricity shooting through them, makes me suck in a breath and go taut with want. “Charlie…”

      “We’re going,” he says, decisive. “I need to tear those jeans off of you.”

      My belly tightens with want.

      We turn for the door, and as we go, we wave goodbye to the rest of the crew. Anna lifts her drink in salute, while someone cracks a joke about us being eager to celebrate our engagement. All the while, the ring Charlie slid onto my finger earlier feels like a heavy weight. So solid. So real.

      We head out of the party hand in hand. Luckily it was being held at one of the frat houses, just a short walk from Charlie’s apartment. Otherwise I think we’d probably have to find another public garden to defile.

      I run my hand up his arm, leaning into him, as he keeps his tight around my waist. Every other step or so, he pauses to trail his fingertips up my arm, along my collar. I shiver every time he touches me, eager for more.

      We barely make it inside his apartment building before he has me pinned against the wall, and I run my hands over his shoulders, down the sculpted planes of his back, tracing every muscle.

      When our lips part, I reach up to brush my fingertip ever so gently along the bruise on his cheek. His eyes flutter closed for a moment, until he turns to press a searing kiss to my palm, and then he tugs me into the elevator.

      Inside, he catches me again, tight around my waist. We’re still kissing when it reaches his floor, so we just stumble out of it, our bodies pressed together, our lips locked, his legs pushing mine to make me walk in sync with him.

      I run my hands through his hair, and we part again, just a few steps from his door now. “Charlie…” I murmur. In the hallway light, the ring on my finger winks. His grandmother’s ring. Obviously I won’t be keeping it. I couldn’t do something like that, accept this and then keep it, when this whole engagement is a sham. But still… even just wearing it now makes me feel funny. Wrong, somehow.

      “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” I breathe, just as he bends to kiss my neck, the edge where my jawline meets under my ear. He nips at the skin, and I let out a shivery sigh.

      “What, you don’t want me to fuck you senseless after all?” He pulls back just far enough to catch my eye, raising one eyebrow in clear disbelief.

      “No, not that. I…” I draw in a shaky breath and force myself to take a step back from him. “Just, that, the proposal, it felt… I don’t know. All those people saw us. Everyone knows now, all of your friends, and mine will hear soon enough. Especially if I keep wearing this.” I raise my left hand. The ring is beautiful, vintage and finely designed. But it’s not really mine. Would his grandmother want him to be using his family heirloom like this? As a stunt?

      Charlie frowns at me, confused now. “This was your idea,” he reminds me, though his tone is gentle.

      “I know.” I run a hand through my hair. “I know, I just… what if someone finds out this is all fake? What will they think, what would your family think about me using our relationship just to advance my career, and—”

      He kisses me again, harder this time. The kind of kiss that screams stop thinking. When he draws back, a faint smile touches his lips. The same one he usually wears whenever I’ve just said something ridiculous. “You’re overthinking this, Lila.”

      I chew on my lower lip. “Really?”

      “Yes.” He raises both hands to cup my cheeks, holding my face gently between them. Then he leans in and rests his forehead against mine, so we can gaze into one another’s eyes, mere inches apart. “But luckily, I have just the remedy for overthinking. It involves no thinking, and lot of time in my bed…”

      I laugh and swat his shoulder. But then I tilt my chin up and feather my lips across his. “You’re right. I should stop worrying.”

      “There we go.” His grin widens. “Have some fun with this. This is meant to be fun, right?”

      “Yeah,” I agree, even though the weight in my stomach only feels like it’s getting heavier with every minute, not lighter. But he’s right. This is meant to be fun. A fun article series, a love story people will follow the way they follow soap operas and dramas. Nobody’s going to find out we’re faking it. Nobody’s going to get hurt.

      People do this kind of thing all the time. It’s how people get their stories to take off. If you plot the whole story out beforehand, of course it’s going to be easy to write a satisfying story out of it at the end.

      I realize I must have started nodding again, because Charlie runs his fingers through my hair. “Good,” he says softly. Then he turns to open his apartment door, his other hand sliding down my arm to tangle his fingers through mine.

      Ever so gently, he tugs me forward, step by step, until I’m right on the threshold of his apartment. Just before I step inside, though, I swear I hear something behind me. Another door opening, down the hall. The stairwell door, maybe?

      I turn around. But when I look, I don’t see anyone else in the hallway at all.

      Then Charlie tugs on my hand again, and I shake my head. You’re just being paranoid, I tell myself. Imagining things. Jumping at shadows.

      Without giving it another thought, I turn and follow Charlie into his apartment, and let him shut the door behind us.
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      You did it!! And holy WOW what a great proposal story. The page hits on this one are off the charts!!

      I wake up to that text from Fiona, along with a string of confused messages from my friends. Last night—a day after our engagement and subsequent celebratory evening together—I posted my next installment in the series. A story about our engagement, complete with about a million photos of it, cobbled together from the bystanders and Charlie’s friends who managed to snap photos of the proposal. One person even took a video, which ends with me full on leaping into Charlie’s arms.

      It looks real. It looks so fucking real that I watch it myself at least a half a dozen times before I finish describing the scene in words. The way I felt. What Charlie said to me. It’s almost exactly verbatim, minus the parts where we talked in a low voice about the truth.

      The weird part is, the sections about how I felt were all true, too. I talked about feeling stunned, and worrying that we were moving too fast, but about how this is the way marriages used to be, a traditional route—normally you would get engaged after a short period, back in the day, and you would get to know each other later, after you’d committed to one another. I wrote about how I’d always been freaked out by that concept but that now, after years of dating and never really connecting to anyone, I had finally found someone I clicked with. Someone I related to, and who I think got me, too. At least, so far.

      I wanted to see if moving fast could work. If doing what they did back in the day, and getting married quickly, could be the right move in the modern era.

      And as much as I was writing all of that to pander to the audience, to play up what we were doing… I felt it all. I wasn’t lying about that much.

      But now that the article is out there… Now that people I know are reading it, seeing it…

      My phone dings again, and my whole body tenses at the name on my screen. Mom. Uh oh. With a grimace of apprehension, I click it open. Sure enough, a wall of text greets me. I skim the first paragraph of many.

      Are you out of your mind?? Who is this boy you’re suddenly posting about? We haven’t even met him and you want to marry him? Why do you want to get married so quickly, are you pregnant??

      The questions keep coming. I skim the rest, and quickly respond. Calm down, I’m not pregnant.

      Calm down?? You’re marrying a stranger out of nowhere and I’m supposed to be calm???

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. Then I bite the bullet and dial her number. She picks up on the first ring.

      “What is going on with you? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      “Mom, no. I’m sorry, I should have given you a heads-up first. The engagement isn’t real, okay?”

      On the other end of the line, I hear her let out a huffy breath. But she falls silent, at least, for long enough that I can actually get a word in edgewise.

      “It’s just a… kind of like a performance piece, an art thing. An experiment, I don’t know. Fiona thinks that if I do this and write about test-driving an old-fashioned marriage, it will be a really popular article series. All I’m going to do is write about what it must have been like to get married so fast and young to someone you hardly know, like people used to do in the olden days. Then I’m going to write about how that marriage blows up in your face, as ours inevitably will, when we tank it.”

      “So it’s fake,” Mom replies, latching onto the one part of that ramble she understands. “You’re pretending you’re going to marry this man, so that… what, you can break up and write about it?”

      “That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

      On the other end of the line, she lets out a long sigh that transitions into a groan. “And Fiona asked you to do this?” Mom knows all about Fiona by now. She knows Fi is my boss, and in charge of all things at the magazine. And that Fiona has been one of the few people to give me and my writing a chance. She knows I owe Fiona everything about my career so far. Without Fi, I wouldn’t be writing full-time, at least not with enough regularity to afford not to have another day job to pay the bills.

      Without Fi, I wouldn’t have been able to achieve my dreams.

      “She did,” I reply, a little more firmly.

      Another sigh. “I worry about what people will think of you, though, writing about such personal things. Putting your whole life out there on display for anyone to consume, like you’re some kind of reality star. Don’t you worry about that?”

      I blow my bangs out of my eyes with a huff. “Of course I do, Mom.”

      “Why didn’t you talk to me about this before you agreed?”

      “Because I kind of knew you’d hate the idea.” I shift from one foot to the other. “Given your views of marriage. Which I don’t blame you at all for having,” I’m quick to add.

      “Look, your father’s and my marriage was a complete and utter disaster, I won’t sugarcoat that. He was a complete asshole to me, after all that I sacrificed for him. And I’m even more angry at him for abandoning you, because no matter what he felt about me, he should never have walked away from his children, from his relationship with his kids. But…” Another sigh, much slower this time, like she’s thinking through her next words very carefully. “Look, Lila, you can’t judge every relationship based on mine, okay? Some marriages do work out, though they’re rare and hard work. More are complete disasters because people rush into them unprepared and not knowing one another well enough beforehand.”

      “That’s exactly what I want to showcase in this article series, though, Mom. I want to show people that marriages don’t work. That’s the whole idea.”

      “But you could just write about real life failed marriages. You don’t have to risk your heart getting broken to write about something like that.”

      “Who said anything about my heart being involved?” I snap, even as the organ in question shrivels within my chest.

      “Please. I know you a little better than that, Lila. I saw the look on your face in that video, when you were staring at that boy. And moreover, I saw the way he was looking at you. You might think this whole thing is completely fake, that you’re just doing it as a performance or whatnot. But trust me, when real feelings get involved in something like this, it gets messy. No matter how fake it might be.”

      I chew on my thumbnail again. At this rate, I’m going to have no nails left by the time this whole marriage act comes to a close. “Look, Mom…”

      “It’s not too late to walk away from this,” she says. “Charlie seems like a very nice boy. I’m sure he’d understand if you told him you had to call off the fake show.”

      “He would, but that’s not—”

      “Be careful, Lila. I don’t want you to suffer the same kind of heartbreak that I did. I don’t want you to put yourself in a vulnerable position, only to get screwed over in the way you least expect. By the person you least expect to do it.”

      “I understand,” I say after a long pause, because I know she’s not going to be satisfied with anything but that. On the far end of the line, there’s a quiet moment, before she murmurs.

      “I know you do.” Then she disconnects, without another word, which is enough to tell me that she’s still worried. And that pretty soon I’ll wake up to yet another big wall of text from her, once she’s had time to think about more counter-arguments against my plans.

      To be honest, I can’t even say I completely disagree with her. This is kind of crazy. And it’s starting to feel wilder now that all my friends are texting me, begging for updates about Charlie, asking why I didn’t mention anything about him before, or how I could get engaged so quickly without even talking to them about it first.

      I leave most of their texts unanswered because I can’t deal with more questions about this, not right now. Then I return to Fiona’s text, the only truly, completely excited—rather than confused—message in the bunch. Now what? I ask her, because I’m not really sure where to go from here. I wrote the dating/meet-cute article, now I’ve written the proposal one. What’s next in the series?

      I should have guessed the answer to that. But somehow it still comes as a surprise to me when my phone dings with her response a moment later.

      Time to start planning your wedding, silly. Don’t worry about the costs. I’ve already talked to a few vendors who are willing to pitch in their services in exchange for a good write-up and review in your next article. You see? she asks, adding a little grinning emoji. This series is paying off already.

      I’m not totally sure I agree with that. It might be paying off monetarily, but my personal life is still blowing up in my face over it. But still. At least I won’t have to actually pay for any of the fake wedding hoops we’re about to jump through. Thank goodness for small favors. And hey, maybe if this wedding planning article takes off as well as Fiona seems to think it will, more brands will reach out for placement in the one after that. Maybe we could even start to charge for placements, like how Instagram models make money from their sponsors.

      It’s an interesting thought. One that should boost my mood, since I struggle to make ends meet from my writing alone. But instead, it only dampens my feelings. Because I can’t stop thinking about how this isn’t the career path I envisioned for myself. I wanted to make my living at writing, not shilling for wedding vendors.

      Still. Beggars can’t be choosers, I remind myself.

      Anyway, I can’t spend much more time fretting. My phone dings again. Another message from Fiona.

      Chop chop. Need your behind over at the office to start going over these plans together. See you in 15?

      I’ll be there, I answer. Then I hop off my bed and beeline for the shower, kicking my ass in gear. When Fiona calls, I answer. That’s just how it’s always been, and how it will always be, as long as I’m doing these projects at her behest. And I keep telling myself that’s okay.

      I almost even believe it.
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      After two full days of wedding preparations under Fiona’s watchful eye, I am more than ready for a break from thinking about all of that just now. The ceremony we’re planning might be fake, but Fiona wants to have a real officiant there, along with real decorations, food, guests, a dress for me… the works. Granted, she’s paying for most of it through sponsored product placements that we’ve got going with the website, but still.

      It all feels like a lot.

      Especially when Charlie and I receive an invitation to visit his family at their cabin in the mountains. Meeting the family? Already?

      But this is what we signed up for. If we’re going to do a full ceremony, it means both of our families will need to be in attendance.

      Still, even though I’m grateful to escape from Fiona’s wedding-hungry clutches for a little while, I can’t help feeling strange about doing this. Charlie picks me up in his car, and even comes up to meet me at my doorstep so that he can carry my suitcases to the trunk for me. But I can’t even appreciate how gentlemanly he’s being because my nerves are eating me alive.

      “Have you told them that this is all fake?” I ask as I slide into the passenger seat—the door to which he held open for me, of course. He never lets me touch a door handle if he can help it.

      Part of me is starting to enjoy this treatment. To even think that I could get used to it one day. Except, isn’t this exactly what I’m supposed to be claiming will doom any decent relationship? All those traditional “the man treats the woman right” beliefs?

      Uncertainty is my constant companion these days.

      “Honestly?” Charlie pauses, both hands on the wheel. Then he glances sideways at me with a frown. “No. I think my parents would react to everything way worse if they thought I was doing some fake thing.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. But I can’t blame him. Telling my mom certainly didn’t help hamper her anxiety. At least she’s stopped asking me if I’d been brainwashed or if Charlie was some cult leader trying to kidnap me—or get me pregnant. But now she sends me regular articles about reality show stars’ fake relationships blowing up in their faces. She’s intent on convincing me not to do this wedding, real or fake.

      So, yeah, I guess I understood not wanting to be completely honest with one’s family. But still. “Aren’t they worried, though, about you proposing to me so quickly?”

      “Oh, yes. Extremely.” He slides into the driver’s seat and side-eyes me with a smirk, before he leans over to catch my hand and squeeze. “They’re all worried I must have knocked you up or something.”

      My laugh quickly shifts into a groan. “My mom wanted to know the same thing. What, like there’s no other reason people get married young these days?”

      “I know, right?” Charlie shakes his head, looking disapproving. “It’s like someone can’t fall head over heels for a girl they’ve just met, and already know right off the bat that she’s the one they want to spend the rest of their life with.” As he talks, he curls his fingers between mine, until my palm sits flat against his, the heat from his hand making my skin tingle.

      My chest tightens. The past few days might have been spent in wedding planning terror with Fiona, but the past few nights we’ve had all to ourselves. And the more Charlie and I talk about our dreams for the future—about how we both want to succeed in our careers, to be with people who support us and help us chase those dreams; and about how we both want kids someday, whether that’s supposed to be something people in our generation want or find practical or not—I can’t help but feel like we’re more in sync than I ever could have imagined. Considering the circumstances under which we met and started spending time together, it feels too random. What were the chances I’d meet someone I agree with so much, just out of the blue like that?

      And then, of course, there’s how we spend our nights after our heart-to-hearts and date evenings. The way he touches me, makes me think I’ve never really made love before now. I’ve fucked plenty of guys. But none have felt like they’re worshipping my body. Last night, Charlie kissed and licked and sucked every inch of me, from my temples all the way down to my toes, which he sucked between his lips and trailed his tongue across until I squirmed. Only then did he kiss his way back up my legs, to bury his tongue between my legs, deep in my pussy, making me cry out with pleasure.

      He always makes me come multiple times before he even lets himself finish once. He’s considerate, giving.

      He sure as fuck knows how to get me off. My thoughts drift to last night, the way he bent me over the kitchen sink before we’d even finished cleaning up from dinner, because I’d started kissing him and apparently he just got so hot he couldn’t wait. The way it felt when he took me from behind, hard and fast, growling my name as we both came undone…

      Shit.

      I’m getting wet again just thinking about it. I cross my legs, and glance over to find Charlie watching me, smirking. “You seem distracted,” he teases, like he can see right through me. Straight into my brain, where he’s reading all my dirtiest thoughts.

      “Late night,” I reply lightly, which makes him chuckle and slip his hand from mine to trace up my inner thigh instead.

      “You know, I had a feeling you were thinking about something naughty.” His hand keeps moving, almost lazily. Over and over my thigh in slow, tantalizing circles. Each loop inches his fingers higher. Closer to the hem of my jeans.

      “How could you tell?” I ask, tilting my head to one side, watching him as he watches the road.

      “You always look a little bit worried about getting caught.” He flashes me a quick grin. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take to teach you that you don’t need to worry about that.”

      “I don’t know,” I answer, my tone purposefully light now, forcedly so. “Seems like you find plenty of opportunities to tease me publicly. In places where people might easily notice what we’re doing.”

      “Is that so?” His fingertips have reached the hem of my jeans now. With a deft, practiced motion, he undoes the top button of my jeans. Then he starts to inch the zipper down, his thumb grazing against my smooth stomach underneath, making me tingly from my toes all the way up to my scalp and the nape of my neck. “Well, I can’t imagine why. Not like you’re impossible for a guy to keep his hands off, or anything.”

      I laugh, a sound that turns breathy as his fingertips delve further beneath my jeans, the tips brushing along the lace of my panties ever so lightly. “Two can play at this game though, you realize,” I respond, as I reach across the gear shift to mirror what he’s doing. I reach for his jeans, too, and tug at the buttons.

      His grin just widens. “And you blame me for being the one who almost gets us caught. You’re far more obvious.”

      “How so?” I protest. Then I have to bite my lower lip, because he pushes his hand deeper, his fingers sliding under my panties to stroke over my mound, down, down, until they brush against my clit. It’s a light, barely there touch, and yet it electrifies my whole body, making me take a sharp breath in through my nose and tense in my seat.

      “Well, you’re just a passenger. I’m driving. If you distract me too much, it’s going to get pretty obvious.”

      “Sounds like a challenge,” I respond. But then I lose track of my thoughts, because he parts my pussy lips with his fingertips, one finger stroking along my slit slowly, and I can already feel that I’m soaking wet, dripping all over his finger.

      He chuckles. “You say that, but you feel far too excited to stay on track…”

      I set my jaw. He has a habit of doing this. Distracting me so badly I can barely focus at all. But it’s my turn to make him lose his mind. In response, I scoot forward, and lean my whole body over the gear shift.

      Whatever Charlie expected, it’s not this. He glances down at me, where I’m practically lying in his lap, peeling his jeans down hurriedly, like I can’t wait to get access to what’s underneath. Which is true. I can already feel the hard bulge of his cock through the denim, and it makes me hungry for him.

      I want to watch him lose his breath the way he makes me when I come. I want to lick and suck him until I can feel him lose total control, all because of my hot mouth. I pause to tilt my head and grin up at him, and then I finish peeling his boxers back next.

      His cock springs free, thick and hard and long, so fucking ready for me that there’s already a glistening spot of precum gathered at the tip. “Fuck, Lila,” Charlie murmurs, deep in the back of his throat, his eyes hooded with distraction. He has both hands on the wheel now in a death grip, like he needs all of his concentration to maintain current velocity with what I’m doing down here.

      I grin at him. “If you say so,” I reply, and then I lean down and slowly lick that drop of precum from the quivering tip of his cock.

      The breath he sucks in through his tightly gritted teeth makes fire unfurl in my stomach, racing through my veins. I want him to do that again. Over and over. I want to hear him shout my name as he comes.

      I shift in my seat and wrap both hands around the base of his cock, leaning down to trail my tongue up the length of his shaft, along the underside. He feels rock hard, solid as steel, and yet the soft, velvety skin on top makes my tongue glide easily along his length, tracing the seam beneath, then the veins that bulge from either side of his cock. God, it’s a fucking beautiful cock.

      “That fucking mouth of yours,” Charlie murmurs, practically taking the words right off my tongue, smirking down at me. “You are so fucking sexy right now, Lila, you know that?”

      “Oh am I?” I lower my eyelids, tilt my face so I can brush his cock along my cheek as I gaze up at him, playing coy. “Tell me what you want me to do, then.”

      Heat flares behind his eyes. I swear I feel the car shift a little for a second, like those words alone almost caused him to lose control. I should feel worried, I guess, about what happens if he gets too distracted as he’s driving. But I’m feeling too amped up on adrenaline, too excited by being down here in the first place, to care. It’s hot, it’s exciting. I’ve never given a guy road head before.

      I’ve never trusted a guy enough to be sure he’d keep driving while I did something like this. But Charlie is nothing if not in control.

      Something he perfectly demonstrates in the next second when he tells me, his voice low and filled with command, “I want you to put my cock in your mouth, Lila.”

      My pussy throbs at the sharp commanding tone. And I obey, shifting so I’m right above him, my mouth poised over his waist. Then, slowly, I lower myself, my lips pursed tightly, then pressed hard around his shaft as I lower my face toward his lap, letting his cock slide over my tongue, inch by slow inch.

      Finally, when his cock has reached the back of my tongue, and I can’t go any further, I stop and start to pull back up. Before I can, though, I feel Charlie gently bring one hand to rest on the top of my head, and he slowly pushes me back down onto his cock.

      “More,” he says, still in that low, commanding tone. “I want my cock in your throat, Lila.”

      My pulse speeds up. I’ve never deep-throated a guy before. I’m not even sure if I can. But Charlie’s already pressing me back down, and all I can do is obey.

      He must sense my hesitation, because his hand curls in my hair. “Relax,” he murmurs.

      I do. I let my jaw go, relax every muscle in my body, as far as I’m able.

      “That’s it,” he says softly, his breath hitching a little as I feel the tip of his cock brush against the back of my throat. I suck in one last quick breath, and then he pushes my face toward his lap, pushes the tip of his cock past the point I thought I’d need to stop at. Turns out, I’m better than I thought.

      My body tenses at one point, and I choke a little, but Charlie just eases up, lets me pull back up off him. I obey the motion of his hand now, slide my mouth all the way back up the length of his shaft to the tip of his cock, then tighten my lips around him and press all the way back down again, one slow motion, his hand on the back of my head guiding me.

      “That’s it, my naughty girl. God, that fucking sexy, tight little mouth of yours is—fuck,” Charlie hisses, as yet again, the spongy tip of his cock brushes the back of my throat, goes deeper.

      Before long, we find a rhythm, and I’m pumping up and down him, while Charlie’s hips thrust up off the seat of the car, until it feels like he’s practically fucking my mouth, we’re moving together so quickly, at a steady pace. I can feel ropes of my saliva sliding along his shaft, and he groans in the back of his throat, encouraging me.

      “That’s my good girl, my sexy fucking dirty girl. Lila…” He whispers my name, then starts to pull me up and down, faster. “Take it all, that’s it. Take my fat cock in your mouth, fuck…”

      I moan around his shaft, the words turning me on so badly that my pussy, already wet at the start of all this, feels like it must be drenched by now. I curl my tongue upward to drag it along his length as he pumps in and out of my mouth, and that draws another sharp inhale from him. This time I really do feel the car lurch slightly around us, before he curses and rights us, and I know he’s right there at the edge, I can feel it in every inch of his throbbing, desperate cock.

      “Fuck, I’m going to… Lila, I’m…”

      But I already know. I purse my lips around him, suck hard, just as he comes inside my mouth. I swallow, tasting him, every flavor I’m used to after days of us hooking up, but so much stronger, more concentrated. Like a potent drug, a taste of him that I’ll never get tired of, salty and savory and a hint of sweet and smoke all at once.

      I swallow a second time, then lick and lap at his shaft, the tip of his cock, cleaning every drip from him. His cock tenses and jumps as I lick him, sensitive now, and I grin, tilting my face to smirk up at him.

      He glances down at me with hooded eyes, his expression half-gone somewhere else. “You are… dangerously fucking good at that,” he finally manages to murmur, and the words curl through me, settle in my belly like a note of triumph.

      Eventually, I slide back over to the passenger seat to buckle myself back in, feeling accomplished for the afternoon.

      He hands me a napkin without a word, and I laugh as I lean in to wipe my lips gently in the side view mirror. “Okay, so maybe I’m a little easily distracted,” I admit, grinning.

      “You and me both,” Charlie responds, his eyes catching mine, holding for a moment, before he turns back to the road. “Maybe I shouldn’t bring you to meet my parents if you’ll misbehave the whole time.”

      I laugh. But the laughter fades into worry after a moment. “Charlie… If this is going to cause trouble for you…”

      He interrupts me before I can get any further, reaching over to bring his hand to rest on my knee. “The only way I’ll get into trouble is if I don’t let my family at least meet you before our wedding.” He winks. “Besides, joking aside, you have nothing to worry about. My family is going to love you.”

      I settle back in my seat, shifting a little, trying my best to get comfortable. “All right. But only if you’re sure.”

      His hand finds mine again, and his fingers weave through mine before he squeezes, tightly. “Trust me, Lila. I’m surer of this than I’ve ever been of anything.”

      Which is exactly what I’m worried about, I think, but don’t dare say aloud.
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* * *

      But Charlie is right. If his family is nervous about our relationship, or about me, it doesn’t show. At least not right away. We’ve barely pulled up to the cabin—which, I really feel like he should have called a lodge, because to me it looks a whole lot larger than the cabin in the woods I’d imagined. It looks more like the sort of hunting or ski lodge that rich people weekend at in movies.

      I’m still gaping at the building itself, with its pretty dark wooden exterior and cheerily painted red shutters on the windows, when a mob of people burst through the doors.

      “You must be Lila!” his mother exclaims almost before I’ve even managed to extricate myself from the passenger side of the car. “Charlie’s told us so much about you.” She wraps me in a tight bear hug before I make it more than a step away from the car.

      He has? I wonder. But when I glance over her shoulder, Charlie is busy hugging a tall man who must be his father. They’re the spitting image of one another. And another man hovers between Charlie’s parents, waiting to offer me his hand when we break apart.

      “Mark,” he says. “I’m Charlie’s brother.”

      Younger, I’m guessing by his fresh, unshaven face. But not by much. “It’s great to meet you,” I tell him truthfully, and shake his hand.

      Then Charlie’s father wraps me in a bear hug, and soon after, the family dogs arrive—two that his parents own, and a lazy black lab who apparently belongs to his brother. His parents’ dogs are little dogs who jump around my ankles barking. The lab politely sniffs my hand, whacks me a few times with his tail as he circles us for pets, and then leads the way up into the cabin, where we soon follow, after Charlie grabs our bags from the trunk.

      “I hope the drive went all right,” his mother is saying.

      “We weren’t sure what kind of food you ate or if you had any dietary restrictions,” his father is telling me. “So we went ahead and made a pretty big spread for dinner. There’s some meat, some fish, veggie options too…”

      “Well, even better,” I reply with a grin. “Because I’ll eat anything.”

      “Careful what you tell him,” Charlie’s mother warns me. “He’ll hold you to that. Next thing you know you’ll be trying kangaroo meat or some god-awful thing…”

      I laugh, as Charlie’s dad rolls his eyes and denies the accusation. But as Charlie’s younger brother grabs my suitcase from Charlie and leads us up into the loft, where our bedroom is, I can’t help but notice how similar Charlie is to the rest of his family. Nice, helpful, almost too obliging.

      It makes me smile. At least it explains where he came from.

      After introductions, we’re treated to some before-dinner appetizers, and then, bewilderingly, everyone starts to put on their coats.

      “What’s happening now?” I ask, as I squint past them outside. It’s almost sunset—not early enough to really eat yet, though, since we’re up in the mountains and the sun sets pretty early this time of year.

      “Grab your coat,” Charlie demands, before holding up a pair of what look like… ice skates?

      “What are we doing?” I eye the skates with trepidation. But I shrug on my coat anyway, before his mother bombards me with hats and gloves to try on so I can find the right fit.

      “Tradition,” she explains, as if that one word could explain all of this. “Every year when we come up to the cabin, once all of us arrive, we play a game of hockey.”

      “Hockey… like on ice?” My eyes go wide, and my spine stiffens. I can’t play hockey. I barely just learned how to watch the game, let alone play it.

      “Don’t worry.” His mom pats my shoulder. “We don’t play like those ruffians Charlie goes to school with. It’s a civilized game. Very easy to pick up.”

      “But… on ice?” I study the skates Charlie is holding once more. They look about my size—they must be an old pair of his mother’s, because I notice her grabbing a similar pair in both size and style and looping them over one shoulder. But still.

      “You can skate, can’t you?” Charlie raises an eyebrow, like this is a completely normal and obvious thing to ask.

      Then again, we did grow up in Hartford. What with how winters here get, it would have been pretty weird if I’d done no skating at all during my formative years. “I mean… I’ve skated before, yeah.”

      “Then you’ll pick it up in no time!” Charlie’s brother exclaims, handing me a hockey stick.

      I take it and grimace at the thing. “But I haven’t gone since I was about twelve years old, so I’ve gotta say, the style is gonna be pretty rusty.”

      Charlie’s father catches my expression and chuckles. “Don’t worry. We’ll go easy on you until you get your sea legs. Or pond legs, as they are.”

      “We’re going to a pond?” Images of people falling through the ice to tragic deaths dance through my mind. But I force myself to clamp my mouth shut and follow the others anyway, as they lead us out of the cabin—many dogs in tow—and up a short trail through the woods out back.

      As we walk, Charlie jogs up to me and catches my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “Don’t worry, we do this every year. And in the dead of winter, too. The ice is always nice and thick. No danger of breaking through it as far as we’re concerned.”

      “I’m still concerned, though,” I grumble, and he laughs.

      But when we reach the pond, I have to admit, it is pretty. There are a few other cabins up here, and apparently all of the owners pitch in to help light up the pond itself. There are fairy lights strung all around it in the trees and draped between boughs. Along the ground there are more than a few wintry decorations, lit up deer and snowmen, all standing and facing the pond too, like sentries. Or an audience for our hockey game.

      On the far side of the pond, a couple are teaching their kid to skate. I watch the little kid, who can’t be more than three or four, zooming around the ice as easily as if he were walking.

      Great, I can’t help thinking. I’m going to be tripping all over myself while someone a fraction of my age is here showing off.

      But Charlie pats my shoulder and leans in to kiss my cheek, lingering for a second, and who the hell could say no to him? So I lace on my skates anyway, and traipse after his family onto the ice. I start out pretty wobbly, but Charlie skates close by my side, holding my hands until I remember how to place my feet, how to glide with one foot and then switch to the next easily.

      After a few near-stumbles, where Charlie catches me, I feel steady enough to tell him to let me go.

      Then his father passes me a stick, and I guess we’re already off to the races.

      We start with some warm-up shots. Charlie’s father, brother and I against Charlie and his mom. After Charlie scores two goals in quick succession, though, I realize that it’s basically just all of us versus him. Or, his family versus him, since I pretty much haven’t moved since we started passing the puck around. I don’t trust myself to stay upright, let alone play well.

      “Come on, Lila. Counting for real now!” Mark shouts at me in encouragement. Then he passes the puck my way.

      I drop my stick to the ice to catch it. Then I glance up, and find Charlie flying straight toward me.

      “Here!” Charlie’s dad calls over his shoulder. I wind up and slap the puck his way. Charlie tries to intercept, but it slips past him, and then his dad has it, and he easily flicks it into the goal past Charlie’s mom, who laughs and shakes her head good-naturedly.

      “They get so competitive over this,” she calls to me, while she fishes the puck out of the snowbank we’re using for her net.

      She passes it to Charlie, and I realize I’m close enough to stop him. I take off, hurrying toward him across the ice so fast that I don’t even look at my feet. Too fast.

      A moment later, I collide headfirst with Charlie, who catches me before I can go flying onto my ass, at the very least. He laughs as he steadies me, his hands strong and sure around my shoulders. As for me, all the breath flies out of me. Not just from our collision but because standing here, inches apart from him, with the ice beneath us and his warm eyes fixed on mine, I’m reminded all over again of his proposal. Of that moment in the middle of the arena with all of his friends watching, when he asked me to marry him.

      Of his grandmother’s ring, still glinting on my finger whenever I move my hand. I glance at it now, bright and shining in the corner of my vision. And once I start looking at it, I can’t stop. I just stare, worried, confused. But also… kind of loving this. Being with him, meeting his family, goofing off with them.

      “That would definitely get you a penalty anywhere else you know,” Charlie teases me, his eyes still heated, flashing where they catch mine.

      Then he, too, glances down at the ring on my finger, and I wonder if he’s thinking the same thing. If he’s enjoying this moment, and how natural it feels for us to be here together, as much as I am.

      Of course he isn’t, I scold myself. This is all just a game for him, just fake. I’d do best to remember that myself.

      Then his father claps his hands. “Face off at center,” he declares. “Since that would have probably been a foul. Sorry Lila.”

      “No, that’s fair,” I agree, and I skate to center. To face off against Charlie. Oh crap.

      I gaze into his eyes as his father drops the puck between us. I scramble for it with my stick, but Charlie has years of practice on me. He plucks it from my control easily, and flips around me, then dodges between his father’s defense and fires it at his brother Mark, who’s goaltending. It smacks the pile of snow behind Mark, within the goal boundaries we defined, with a satisfying thwacking sound.

      “Boo,” I chorus with his father and Mark, while Charlie and his mother high-five.

      “Come on, Lila.” Charlie’s eyes spark when they meet mine once more. “Bring your A game.”

      We play until someone in one of the houses near the lake cuts the power to about half of the lights out here. By the time we break, I’m sweaty, panting, my legs aching from the unfamiliar motions. Not to mention, my arms. These hockey sticks are heavy as hell. No wonder hockey players always look so ripped.

      Charlie being no exception.

      The other couple who had been teaching their kid to skate have long since gone home. Charlie’s parents decide it’s best we pack it in too, though I notice they’re careful to hurry off the ice, to leave Charlie and me a little time alone together, as he skates around picking up the remaining sticks.

      “You did really well for someone who hasn’t skated since childhood,” Charlie remarks, easily gliding up and past me on the ice, before he spins around to skate backward in front of me.

      Show off.

      “Well, I tried. But I can’t really compete with your athleticism.”

      “I don’t know.” He grins. “You scored twice,” he points out.

      “Yeah, because the first time your dad pinned you so you couldn’t interfere, and the second time you were distracted by me winking at you.” I laugh.

      His smile widens. “Just means you’re smart enough to use your assets to your advantage.” He reaches out to catch me around the waist as we near the edge of the pond. Then he pauses to check over his shoulder. But his parents are already halfway up the trail to the house, and his brother follows closely behind them. “Speaking of your assets…” he whispers, his breath a tickle, a caress against the nape of my neck.

      I turn, and his lips find mine. The kiss is soft, slow. Searing, yet not just heat. There’s real passion there too, real feeling. When we break apart, I can tell both of our breaths come short, based on the amount of fog that steams the air between us, quick and heaving.

      “Do you still think we did the right thing, coming up here?” I whisper, unable to resist. “Because… I can’t help thinking that we’re doing something wrong.” Leading his family on, making them think there’s more between us than there really is? It doesn’t sit right with me.

      Just like we’re lying to all of our readers—or, well, my readers, I guess. Anyone following the article closely.

      I push that thought to the back of my mind, as Charlie reaches up to brush his thumb along my mouth, tracing my lower lip. Then he leans in to kiss me again, right there, softly. “No,” he whispers, the word a new cloud between us, steaming in the chilling night air. “No. I don’t think we’re doing the wrong thing at all.”
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      We take our time weaving our way back to the cabin. With Charlie’s hands wrapped around mine, hot as ever, and the heat from all the action of the game still pumping through my system, I don’t feel cold, despite the deep snow and the evening air. My breath fogs as we walk, but there’s something peaceful about it. The complete silence up here, the full darkness. I can see more stars than I ever remember seeing before, glimpsed between branches of the pine trees that arch over us like the canopy of a cathedral.

      Our feet crunch through layers of snow with a satisfying sound, every step we take.

      “So, now you’ve seen all my crazy,” Charlie jokes, with a gesture toward the cabin in the distance with its little curl of smoke drifting out the chimney, visible even from here thanks to the lights on in every window. “When do we meet yours?”

      He says it in a lighthearted, joking voice. But it only makes my steps falter, worry flooding back in. Because my family isn’t like his. We’re not whole and happy; I don’t have two happily married parents joking with one another, playing hockey together, parenting their boys together.

      “I…” The words stick in my throat.

      Charlie frowns, suddenly catching on to my discomfort. “If you don’t want to talk about it…”

      “It’s not that,” I say, quick to explain. “It’s just…” I blink hard and turn to look through the forest toward his cabin. When I speak again, my voice comes out softer. Stuck in the back of my throat. “My family isn’t really… like yours.”

      The snow crunching softly is my only hint that Charlie’s stepping up beside me. But when he speaks again, his low, now-familiar voice is a rumble just beside my ear. I can tell that he’s standing barely a foot away, behind me. Close enough to touch, but he doesn’t. Not yet. “Every family is different, Lila.”

      “I mean, we’re not happy.” My throat feels so tight, it nearly shuts.

      Slowly, so slowly that I can tell he’s waiting for me to shrug him off, maybe even expecting me to, his hand comes to rest on my shoulder. Warm and reassuring.

      I let it stay. “My parents married pretty young. My mom got pregnant with my older brother in grad school, and she made a deal with my dad. He’d work and support the family while she raised the kids. But once we were old enough to go to school on our own, then Dad would slow down, take care of us, while she went back to school.”

      “Sounds sensible enough,” Charlie says softly. “I’m guessing it didn’t go exactly that way?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, and in response, his grip on my shoulder tightens. “Ten years later, when my brother was in fifth grade and I’d only just started first—right around when Mom was supposed to be able to go back to school… Dad left.” My breath hitches.

      Charlie’s arm slides down mine, and his other comes up to my waist, until he encircles me with both strong, taut arms, drawing me back against him. I let him pull me into the hug, and after a moment of hesitation, I tilt my head back to rest against his strong chest.

      I can feel every breath he takes. In and out. It steadies me enough to continue.

      “It took us ages to even figure out where my father went. Turns out he’d been having an affair for a while. When Mom demanded he live up to his end of their bargain, he decided he’d rather take off with his new girlfriend. Have no more responsibilities or ties. He never reached out to us again, not even me, and I—” My voice cracks now. Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. “He and I were close… I thought he cared about me, thought he loved me. But who could do that to someone they loved?”

      “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to leave you, Lila Baker,” Charlie whispers, and he sounds so damn sincere that I can’t help myself. I turn in his arms and press my lips to his, hard. He cups the back of my head, kisses me soft and slow and sweet, like I’m the only taste in the world he wants to savor right now. When we break apart, our lips hover inches apart, and our gazes lock. He wipes a thumb across my cheekbone, ever so gently, and it’s only then that I realize I’m still crying.

      “So this is why, is it?” Charlie frowns at me. “Why you wanted to do this whole stunt, to prove that traditional marriage never works, that relationships like that are always doomed to failure.”

      I hiccup, then let out a weak laugh at myself. “I never thought about it like that…” But he’s got a point. My parents’ failed marriage does make me angry about the whole institution. And it does make me want to prove how badly marriages can go; to try to save other girls from my mother’s fate if I can. “Maybe you’re right,” I admit, my voice so low that even I can barely hear it.

      Charlie watches me carefully, nodding. Then he leans in to kiss my forehead again, more gently this time. “Then, for your sake, Lila, I hope you can stop reliving that pattern. Just because you learned one way a marriage could go wrong, doesn’t mean you can’t ever find love yourself, or even a happy marriage of your own.”

      My throat practically closes in on itself. You’re wrong, my instincts scream. I am doomed. Didn’t you hear a word I just said?

      But deep down, there’s a tiny little voice in the back of my head that murmurs, Or does he have a point?

      With one last smile, Charlie touches my cheek, and then he breaks away from me toward the house, as if sensing that I’ll need a minute to compose myself. I’m both grateful for his instincts—the man really does always know what I need, sometimes even before I know it myself—and wishing that he’d come back and hug me again. Kiss me until I don’t feel anything, until I can’t think about any of this.

      In the end, he doesn’t. I watch him enter the cabin, watch the lights flare. I lean against a tree and consider it. A family. A husband. A home that I wouldn’t have to worry about losing, because I’d know my partner would never abandon me the way my father did.

      It’s certainly worth thinking about. Even if it’s hard to believe a life like that could ever be mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dinner that night feels just as warm and reassuring as our hockey game. I sit at the table between Charlie’s parents and listen to their good-natured banter; to his brother’s exploits. To all of them teasing Charlie about embarrassing stories from when he was growing up. Then we watch a movie on TV together, before everyone retires.

      I notice his parents don’t put me in the same room as him. But I’m in the one next door, which is almost as good. I lie awake, staring at the ceiling until well past midnight, when all the noises from the rest of the house have finally died down. Only then do I rise from the bed and toss my nightgown on, tiptoeing next door, to the closed door beside mine.

      I tap lightly on the frame. I’m about to tap a second time, worried I’d done it too quietly the first, when the door creaks inward, and Charlie’s face appears in the gap. He holds up a finger to his mouth in the universal gesture for quiet. Then, wordlessly, he inches the door wider and lets me step inside.

      I don’t even make it one step. I move on instinct, stepping toward him and wrapping my arms around his neck at the same time. My lips sink into his. He pulls me against him, and gently, I hear the sound of him easing the door closed after us. We pull apart just long enough for him to whisper, “We’ll have to be quiet,” his voice barely a breath against my neck. Then he’s kissing me again, his lips at my neck, my jawline, his hands clawing up my thighs to push my nightgown out of the way.

      He spins me around, drops onto the mattress with me pinned beneath him. I arch up against him, raise my arms as he draws my nightgown over my head and tosses it to one side.

      I’m not wearing anything underneath.

      And I’m pressed close enough to feel exactly how hard that makes him, as his cock starts to rise against my inner thigh, stiffening with each press of my thighs against his. I reach for his shirt and pull it off, tossing it after my gown. Then only his boxers separate us, and no matter how distracting it is when his tongue trails down my chest to circle my nipples, licking and sucking, his hands palming my stomach, my sides… I still manage to keep my hands working long enough to shove his boxers down to his ankles.

      His cock springs free, swollen with desire, hard and thick and velvety soft. I wrap my hands around the base, stroking the length of him from base to tip, savoring the glide of him through my fingers.

      God I love this fucking cock.

      And I love what this man does to me with that mouth of his. He kisses his way lower, down to my belly now, pausing to bite my navel just hard enough to make me gasp faintly, in the back of my throat, before he tilts his chin up to raise an eyebrow at me in silent admonishment.

      Right. We’re being quiet.

      I offer him a not-so-sorry grin, and he slides back up to cup my face in both hands, kissing me so hard and fast that I lose all momentum. I let go of his cock, wrap my arms around his back instead, and part my thighs so he can come to rest in between them.

      We move together in silent, perfect sync. The tip of his cock finds my entrance, and with aching slowness, he presses into me, an inch at a time, his hands buried in my hair and his tongue deep in my mouth, twined with mine, as he does.

      By the time he’s fully inside me, I’m gasping for breath. I love the way I can feel every inch of him, the way his cock glides into my tight pussy and makes me feel so fucking full.

      He makes me feel full. Not just in the bedroom, but in every area of my life. In the time we’ve spent getting to know one another, I’ve learned more about how a man ought to treat a woman than in any of my previous relationships combined. He listens to me, he respects my opinion, he takes care of me.

      If this isn’t love, then I don’t know what the hell is. The realization makes my pulse skip, my hands tighten around him. He takes that for encouragement and starts to move faster, thrusting his cock in and out of me, until it’s all I can do to keep breathing properly, let alone think about what this realization means.

      I lose myself in the moment. In his kisses and my hands around his strong, sturdy body, the feeling of his cock inside me.

      When he comes, with a guttural, possessive growl that I echo with a breathy moan, not far behind him, we both collapse back against the sheets in a tangle of sex and sweat, our chests heaving together, and it just slips out. The words I thought to myself as we fucked. The words that, if I’m honest, have been lurking at the recesses of my awareness for a while now, just begging to finally be let out into the wild.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you,” I whisper, and the air around us goes still, frozen. It’s like time itself has slowed, as Charlie pauses to turn and gaze down at me, his cock still inside me, his deep blue eyes unreadable in the dark.

      I swallow hard. But the words are out now, and all I can do is explain them. “I think I’m falling for you, Charlie, and I don’t know if we should do this marriage thing. Not because I don’t want to be with you, but because… maybe I really want to be with you. I don’t want to break up with you after all this.”

      He huffs, a small sound that might be a laugh. Then he reaches up to brush my hair back from my forehead, and leans his against mine, our eyes inches apart. “We don’t have to, Lila. This can be whatever we want it to be.”

      I nod, because it’s what he wants me to do, to agree that maybe there’s a chance for us, that maybe this could be real. But deep down, for a million reasons, I know it can’t be. I have the articles to write, we have a plan, Fiona is counting on me. And anyway, I’m not the kind of girl marriage would work for.

      My parents are proof enough of that.
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      The next weekend is our wedding ceremony.

      We planned for a small wedding—just our families and close friends, really. My older brother, after being informed by my mother that the whole wedding is just for show, a stunt, declines to fly home from medical school for it. As for my friends, I only invite a couple, with Fiona acting as my maid of honor, of course. My mom will walk me down the aisle. Charlie’s brother will be his best man.

      But it’s not until I see the officiant gathering the papers together that I notice the signature lines on them, the official-looking stamps along the top. “Those look so real,” I comment in an undertone to Fiona, as we’re getting ready in the hall where the ceremony will be held. Charlie and his family are still in another room, getting ready.

      My mother is looking grumpy from her place near the door, although when I walked out in my simple A-line wedding dress—no train, thank you, not practical, and anyway I prefer a simple style—even she couldn’t resist tearing up. “I know this is all for show,” she murmured, hugging me, “But you look beautiful, Lila.”

      Now, though, Fiona gives me a sly little smile, side-eying me. “Because they are, silly.”

      “What?” My eyes go wide, and I glance from the papers to the officiant to Fi and back.

      She shrugs, looking innocent. “We want this to be as real as possible, right? So we can recount every little nitty gritty detail. What better way to add verisimilitude than to make the wedding real? Then we could do a spinoff article about the divorce, how messy all the paperwork is…”

      Panic floods my system, makes my heart rate jump. But maybe it’s not just panic. Because something else leaps into my throat, takes over my imagination.

      Imagine marrying Charlie for real. Being together as husband and wife. Starting a family… I suck in a deep breath to try and clear my head. Stop talking nonsense. This whole time, I’d been preparing myself for a show, a fake marriage. Now, though, I can’t help the kernel of hope that springs up in my chest at the idea of making this fake relationship real.

      “I need to talk to Charlie,” I whisper.

      “You can’t.” Fiona looks scandalized. “He can’t see you before you walk up the aisle.”

      I roll my eyes. “We’re really holding to that?”

      “It’s a traditional wedding, remember?” Fiona shakes her head. “Let me handle it, okay? I’ll talk to him. See what he thinks.” Without another word, she ducks away from me, leaving me standing there next to the officiant feeling stunned. Thrown for a loop.

      And somehow, despite all of that… excited. Like this really is my wedding day. The start of a new chapter.

      When I glance over, the officiant is eying me. “Nervous?” he asks.

      “You have no idea,” I joke.

      He just smiles. “Don’t be. I’ve seen a lot of weddings like this, the small, less ostentatious ones. Those relationships, in my experience, are always the ones that prove the truest. You and Mr. Cross will do just fine together.”

      I want to believe him so fucking badly. But I have an entire life’s worth of history arguing otherwise in my head. Not to mention the fact that I’m specifically going into this marriage to try and make it fail.

      My stomach churns. But when the pre-processional music starts, I take the arm my mother offers, and let her lead me to the back of the church.

      “You’d better be getting paid damn well for this, that’s all I’ll say,” my mother mutters under her breath.

      I nod along with her, unable to make my mouth work properly. Or to think too hard about what I’m doing. What I’m about to swear to.

      Then it’s too late to back out or change anything. The music swells, and Mom and I enter the chapel, my hand tucked under her arm.

      The moment I meet his gaze, any lingering fear and doubt is swept away. Because Charlie looks incredible. Perfectly handsome in his pressed suit, his honest gaze fixed on me. The way his eyes widen, and his breath catches when he sees me, too…

      I couldn’t ask for anything more. Couldn’t want anything more than him, the man watching me walk up the aisle without flinching, without trying to back out or turn tail and run.

      Charlie isn’t your father, I remind myself as we near the front of the chapel. He won’t leave. At least, not until you make him.

      And maybe I won’t have to. Maybe I could avoid all of the pain I’d signed up for. Maybe we could make this work for real.

      As if reading my mind, when we reach the front of the chapel, my mother pulls to a halt, and tugs at my hand until I turn toward her. She leans up to kiss my cheek. “Follow your heart, my darling,” she whispers softly. “Do what makes you happy, all right? Not whatever you think anyone else is telling you to do. Only you know what you want from your life.”

      Words of wisdom. Words that I want so badly to follow.

      She pats my cheek one last time and retreats to her seat at the front of the chapel, and then I’m facing Charlie alone across the altar as the officiant reads a short welcoming paragraph. In the front row, I notice Charlie’s mother daubing at her cheeks with her fingertips, until mine leans over to offer her a handkerchief. They smile at one another, and a knot in my heart eases.

      Behind Charlie, Mark offers me a cheeky little salute.

      I smile at him. Then look at Charlie again. Our eyes lock. This is real, I mouth, because he needs to know. If nothing else, he needs to know what he’s getting into. Be given one last chance to back out.

      But Charlie just keeps his gaze steady on mine, unphased. I know.

      He knows. Fiona caught him in time and told him, and he’s still standing here. He still wants to do this. My heart feels so full it could burst, like it’s pushing at the seams of my ribcage, straining to escape my chest.

      The officiant turns to me. “Do you, Lila, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, in sickness and in health, till death do you part?”

      Death, I think to myself. Not any magazine articles or job requirements. Death only can part us. Suddenly, my shoulders straighten, my resolve hardening. “I do,” I say, quiet yet firm.

      “And do you, Charlie, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      He holds my gaze. Never wavering. Not backing down from any challenge, least of all this one. “I do.”

      “Then by the power vested in me…” The rest drains to a background hum. The only thing I hear is the word kiss, before Charlie steps to me, bends to kiss me, hard and fast. I wrap my arms around his neck, arch up against him, as our families cheer.

      When we break apart, every face in the room is smiling, despite any misgivings or worries they may have. Our families are here for us. No matter what.

      Just as we’ll be here for one another now.

      We sign the marriage license, and I lean into Charlie’s side, whispering to him under the hubbub of the room. “I didn’t know this would all be actually legally binding. If you’re worried…”

      “No, Lila.” He stops me with a hand on my chin, another soft kiss to my parted lips. “I’m not worried.” His eyes search mine. “Because I’m falling for you, too. And I want to do this. For real.”

      “You mean…” I can barely breathe.

      “Fuck those articles.” Charlie grins. Holds my gaze. “I want you. If you want me too, then we’ll make this marriage what it should be. Exactly what we just promised.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. My smile explodes then, so wide it makes my face hurt. “Okay. Let’s do it.” He kisses me again, then, and that feels like the moment. The exchange of our real wedding vows, the truth.

      We both really want to give this a go. So fuck the rules. We will.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Four hours into our reception, it still shows no signs of slowing down. A restaurant in town begged us to hold the event there, so we could write about the food in the article. And I plan to give them the best damn review they’ve ever had, because it is amazing food. Even if I barely get a chance to eat.

      I’m too busy being swung out onto the dance floor. First by Charlie, then his father and brother, then my brother Adam, who showed up at the last minute without warning, laughing and telling me I didn’t really think he’d miss my wedding, did he?

      Then Mom needs a turn, and before I know it, I’ve danced all the way through the room and back again. Not to mention toasted over and over again with champagne, to our health, to our marriage, to our newly united families.

      I’m having so much fun, I almost forget about the news I’ll need to break to Fiona at some point. About how I won’t be able to complete the article series. But maybe that will be all right. Maybe we can find a way to spin the final stories, to talk about how I was so sure a traditional marriage would fail, but that this article will actually be about how love can triumph over all of your expectations.

      I’m still thinking through pitches when I catch a glimpse of Fiona’s telltale dark hair, over in the corner. I start toward her and notice that she’s already talking to someone. Charlie, in fact. They lean against the wall, deep in conversation. I head their way, but just as I do, I notice Charlie shove off the wall and say something, his forehead scrunched tight, his fists balled.

      He looks… angry. And Fiona just looks bewildered.

      Before I can take another step, Charlie storms off. I watch him go, around the corner toward the men’s room. Then I look back at Fiona, who’s already leaning against the wall and casually sipping at a flute of champagne as if nothing just happened.

      “What was that all about?” I ask when I reach her, pausing to snatch a flute of champagne for myself off a nearby table. I’ve barely had a glass all night, what with how people keep whisking me off to dance. It feels nice to just relax for a moment, here in a quiet corner.

      “What?” Fiona blinks at me, the very picture of innocence. Then she glances over my shoulder. “Oh, Charlie?” She shakes her head. “Damned if I know. All I asked was if he would do an interview with me after the break-up, so I could get his side of why marriages like this are doomed to failure.”

      My face flushes with heat. Maybe it’s the champagne, or maybe it’s just the fact that all night, I’ve felt more loved and appreciated than ever before in my life. And here comes Fiona wanting to crush that.

      “What would you know about it?” I snap. Not like Fi has ever dated anyone for longer than a month or two at most. She always says she has no time for relationships, that she’s married to her career, and love is a waste of time.

      I always admired that in her, before. But now I wonder if she doesn’t seem a little bitter, too. It’s fine if she doesn’t want to date, but why shit on someone who does want that in their life?

      “Excuse me?” Fiona’s eyebrows rise, but I just shake my head and follow after Charlie.

      It’s my wedding day. I don’t need to listen to her. It’s like my mother told me. Do what makes you happy. Well, I know who makes me happy. I know who I need to follow right now, and it’s not Fiona.
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      I find Charlie outside the bathrooms, sitting on a step that leads down to a side door of the restaurant. “Hey.” After a moment of hesitation, I slide down onto the step beside him, and lean my shoulder against his.

      “Hey.” He half-turns toward me, a shadow of a smile showing at the corner of his mouth.

      “Sorry about Fi.”

      “Don’t be.” He shrugs. “She has a point. We got into this to prove something.”

      “But that’s not what I want to do anymore.”

      “Do you mean that?” He turns to face me now fully, and I can see what’s really going on. The worry written all over his face. I know him well enough by now to be able to read that much, at least. “Lila, don’t get me wrong, I’m in. All in. But I need to know that you feel the same way. That this isn’t just some extension of the ‘marriage is doomed’ BS you started out wanting to prove.”

      “It’s not.” I reach up to place my hands on his face, one on either side of his jawline. His stubble grazes my palms. “Charlie, I… I’ve never felt like this. Like I could really trust someone, be with them fully. Like I can be myself with you and I know you won’t ever up and leave.” I press my lips together to collect myself for a moment. He watches me the whole time, his eyes sharp, taking in every detail of my face, like he’s memorizing me. “I want to try to make this work. To make it real. To be with you.”

      “What about the—”

      “Fuck the articles,” I interrupt, before he can even finish his sentence, which makes him laugh. Then I’m laughing, too, both of us grinning at one another like idiots.

      “Well, I don’t know.” Charlie turns my hand over, palm up, to kiss it softly. “I do have some things to thank those articles for… Pretty sure you never would have seen me again if you didn’t have to write them.”

      I laugh and swat at his shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You didn’t even let me get your phone number that first night,” he points out, eyebrow arched.

      “Okay, so maybe the articles prompted me to do something I already wanted to do. Maybe.” I raise an eyebrow, still defiant.

      But that defiance melts away at the expression on Charlie’s face. He’s staring at me with pure, unadulterated love. “There we go.” He grins and leans in to kiss me. When we break apart, his face hovers directly in front of mine. “Lila… I love you.”

      My heart flips in my chest. Electricity spools through my veins, and it takes me a moment to find my voice. To smile and whisper back. “I love you, Charlie.”

      When he kisses me again, it tastes like a promise. Like the start of a real forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The week after our wedding passes in a blur. Family dinners, friends’ dinners, parties and even a whole second reception that Charlie’s hockey team sets up for him the next weekend. There’s a cake with our faces on it—a blown up photo of him proposing to me in the middle of the rink. We burst into laughter when we see it, still holding hands, and Anna rushes at us to give us both crushing hugs, her boyfriend Pat not far behind.

      The whole team cheers us on. And when we clasp hands again, our rings knock against each other. Charlie gave me his grandmother’s wedding band, too, the one that matches the vintage diamond I was already wearing. As for me, I went new instead of traditional. I had a band specially made for him at a store in town, platinum with a frosted band. On the inside, against the underside of his finger, sits an inscription.

      To writing our own story.

      Because that’s what we’re doing now. We’re writing our own happy ending, to the love story I didn’t realize I’d been writing all along. A week ago, I told Fiona I wouldn’t write a break-up story. Then I sent her new articles—one about the wedding itself, and one about the aftermath. About how this process of rushing into a traditional marriage made both Charlie and me realize that’s something we want. We want the whole package: successful careers, yes, but also the white picket fence, the house in the suburbs and the 2.5 kids. Maybe some dogs, too.

      We want a family and a career. Is that too much to ask for in this modern era?

      Our readers don’t seem to think so. The following on the articles, far from dying off like Fiona kept telling me it would unless our relationship tanked, has exploded. More and more people are sharing our story, linking one another to it, pointing to it as a successful love story. More often than not, I see comments from people saying they want a love story like ours—or, even better, stories from other couples who married quickly and early on in their courtships, and how they’re doing better than ever now.

      They share stories of the trials they went through, and their advice for getting through those trying times. They share stories of their love, too, of how it touches every aspect of their lives and enhances it. How they’re stronger together than apart.

      Every comment that I read makes my heart swell, and my hope grow. Mom is right. Maybe her relationship failed, but that doesn’t mean mine is doomed.

      And even Mom seems to be coming around on Charlie, after spending a few nights this week getting to know him. I knew she would. Nobody can resist his charm for long.

      “So tell us all about the big day!” Anna insists, as Pat starts cutting up and serving slices of the wedding cake the team bought for us.

      “Well…” I pause and glance at Charlie with a shy little smile. “It was more of a small day. But it was perfect. It was just what we wanted to—”

      “To pull off your big lie?” From behind us, a voice interrupts. My heart leaps into my throat.

      I turn around slowly, already expecting who I’ll see there. But to my surprise, it’s not Sammy, Charlie’s neighbor, standing behind us. It’s another girl I recognize though, one of the ones who had been in her group of friends during the intermission when Anna introduced me to the team members’ girlfriends.

      This girl has an arm looped around the waist of one of Charlie’s defensemen, who looks equally pissed off. “Dude,” he says, eyes fixed on Charlie. “What gives? Is this seriously all some kind of publicity stunt?”

      “What are you talking about?” Charlie frowns. I’m sure my face is doing the same. I’m not following what’s going on.

      But then, as we all watch, the whole room around us gone silent, the girl holds her phone aloft, a familiar icon on it. The icon of the website I write for, the one Fi founded. Except that’s not a site link. It looks like a podcast?

      “This just came out a few minutes ago,” the girl declares, glaring right at me like she’s proving something. Then she hits play. A moment later, a voice I do recognize floods the room.

      Fiona.

      “Tell us exactly what you overheard,” she says softly.

      There’s a pause. Then, another voice. Sammy’s. “I live next door to Charlie. He and I were pretty close friends, actually, before he and Lila got together. Once they started seeing each other, I hardly ever saw him, though. He cut himself off from our friend group… that’s never a good sign. Plus, I mean, you know she’s older than him, right?” Fi makes a little sound that may or may not be disagreement, before Sammy continues. “Anyway, I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but I overheard voices in the hallway one night as I was getting ready to walk my dog.”

      Beside me, Charlie has gone stiff and tense. Behind us, Anna and Pat look confused. I don’t blame them.

      My stomach sours. Even though I know what’s coming, it still hits like a punch to the gut, hearing it.

      “I heard Lila ask, loud and clear, ‘What if someone finds out this is all fake?’ Then she asked what Charlie’s family would think if they found out about her using their relationship to advance her career. It was pretty easy to put the pieces together.”

      “So you think she and Charlie pretended to be in a relationship in order to write the articles she’s been publishing. In order to get more well known, attract more publicity.” On the podcast, Fiona sounds so goddamn concerned. As if doing just that hadn’t been her fucking idea in the first place.

      Color drains from my face. Replaced with blinding, white hot fury. How fucking dare she.

      “I mean, it happens, doesn’t it?” Sammy is asking on the podcast. “People write fake memoirs all the time because their own lives are boring, but non-fiction sells better than made-up fantasies about happily ever afters.”

      “Too right,” Fi crows.

      “Turn it off,” Charlie says, his voice low and dangerous.

      The girl obliges, but now most of Charlie’s teammates are staring at us. Even Anna, when I turn to look at her for support, has a crease along her forehead, her eyes wide and shocked, like she doesn’t quite know how to process this information. She’s still holding a piece of cake in her hand, too, a piece with Charlie’s face on it, gazing into mine.

      I bite the inside of my cheek to damp the swell of nausea I feel.

      “What the hell, man?” one of the teammates barks. And then that lets loose the floodgates.

      “Was that for real?”

      “That was Sammy on that podcast, wasn’t it?”

      “Is this all just a game?”

      “Do your parents know you’re faking?”

      Charlie is saying something, arguing back. But it’s all too much. The glares, the angry expressions. From the corner of the room, someone boos. The girl who played the podcast boos too, her expression twisted and furious.

      But I can’t blame her. I can’t blame any of them. After all, this was all a lie to start. Maybe it was stupid of me to think we could turn it around. Make lies into truths.

      The world doesn’t work like that. There are no happily ever afters. That’s the thought that keeps racing through my brain as I dodge through the angry crowd toward the exit. The second I reach the hallway outside, I run.
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      At first I just start driving aimlessly. But after a while, I realize the roads look familiar. And then I realize I’ve had a destination in the back of my head this whole time. One I pull up to now, more confused and directionless than ever.

      The little lake out back of Charlie’s parents’ cabin.

      I slam my car door and trudge across the snow—a little less thick and pristine fluffy white than the last time we came here. It’s started to melt, and no new snow has fallen to replenish it. So now it’s all a little gray and ugly, melting in clumps and patches. Icy in spots.

      Tarnished. Just like me.

      I hike until I reach the lakeside. There’s no one else out here. Nobody skating or teaching their kids to skate on the lake. Even the twinkling fairy lights around the lake are dark. It’s nearing sunset, even though it’s only the late afternoon.

      Winter seems like the perfect time for gloomy thoughts like mine. I plunk myself down on a bench at the lake shore and stare across the glistening ice.

      I’m not sure how long I’ve sat there. But I’ve lost feeling in my toes and fingertips when I hear another set of feet crunching up the path.

      Charlie takes the seat beside me without a word. When I glance over at him, I notice he has a bruise forming on one cheek. My lips part, my heart clenching with concern.

      “What happened?” I raise on hand, let it hover a few inches from his skin. Then, with a huge amount of willpower, I resist the urge to touch him, and let my hand fall back to my lap.

      “One of the guys said something shitty. I let him know it was shit.” He glances over at me now. “Guess I don’t have to regret never punching anybody on your behalf anymore.”

      I let out a weak laugh, more a huff of air than anything. “Charlie… I’m so sorry. I should never have dragged you into this stupid mess. It’s all my fault.”

      He shakes his head.

      But I’m on a roll now. “It is. I ruined everything. Your teammates are angry with you; our friends and your family are going to find out and freak out.” A tear rolls down my cheek, followed by another and another. “I should never have started us down this road; it was so stupid to think love could be more important than everything else in our lives—”

      “Don’t, Lila. Don’t talk like that.” He catches my hands and squeezes them hard. “This is not your fault. Fiona took advantage of you, don’t you see that?”

      I grimace, gritting my teeth at the mention of her name. Oh, I know a few words for that bitch. But now isn’t the time. I swallow thickly. “She might have suggested it, but I went along with it. I didn’t think about what it might mean for you, or your reputation, or your family’s opinion of you.”

      Charlie cuts me off with a wave of his hand. “My family knows me better than to listen to some bullshit like that podcast. Besides, I already called my parents and talked to them. They know everything now. And they’re no less supportive of us than they always have been.”

      I tense, my shoulders tightening. “Really?”

      “Of course. Lila, they just want me to be happy.” He raises my hands between us, still clasped in his. “And don’t you get it? You make me happy. If I met you in a weird unconventional way, well then… who cares?” He grins. “We met, that’s the important part. We made it through that mess. We’ll face whatever happens next side-by-side. And at least you know now that Fiona is a lying snake who was only ever going to fuck with your head.”

      “I can’t believe I trusted her,” I murmur softly.

      “That’s not your fault. Trusting people who stab you in the back isn’t something to be ashamed of. It just means that you’re an open, loving person who gives others the benefit of the doubt. It’s her fault she fucked you over, no one else’s.”

      I manage a wavering smile, and I lean in to kiss him, light and quick. Before another thought pops into my head and makes me draw back again, frowning once more. “What the hell am I going to do for work now? Without her magazine…”

      Charlie waves a hand. “Don’t worry about that. We’re married now. I’ll support you the same as you support me.”

      I frown at him. “But, you’ve got school to worry about, and hockey, and—”

      “And you,” he adds firmly. “That’s what our vows meant, you know. In sickness and in health. For richer, for poorer.”

      “Didn’t we skip that second part,” I murmur.

      He silences me with a hard, pointed kiss. “Doesn’t matter. I’m a traditionalist, what can I say.” He winks. “Besides, it’ll be much easier for you to find newer, better writing gigs now. To write what you actually want to, rather than what other people tell you you should be writing on their behalf.”

      I let out a little huff that turns into a laugh. “You’re right… It’s long past time I started taking charge of my career.”

      “That’s the spirit.” He grins at me. This time when he leans in, I don’t pull away. His lips sink into mine, soft and sweet and everything I’ve ever wanted. His hands encircle my waist, and I realize I don’t have to always be the strong one. I can rely on him to hold me up too. It’s all right. He’ll be there for me.

      When we pull apart, I grin at him. “I love you, Charlie Cross. For real.”

      He pulls me onto his lap, until I’m straddling on him the bench. Then he smiles up at me, his eyes on fire. “And I love you, Lila Baker. For real. For good. Forever.”
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      “You’re kidding,” I say, laughing along with the woman across from me.

      She shakes her head. “Honest to god, that’s how he proposed. I was half-asleep in bed, dying of throwing up—well, it was morning sickness we found out later—and he just sort of… stuck the ring onto my finger while I was in a daze.”

      “What did you say?” I pause and switch off my mic to take a long gulp of water, because my guest today has been hilarious, and I feel dehydrated just from all the laughing I’ve been doing.

      “When I woke up properly, I took it back off, threw it at him, and demanded he do it properly when I didn’t look like something that had just crawled out of a cave to die,” she replies, and we both snort. “But,” she sighs, “his re-do was pretty damn epic, I have to grant him that. He asked me again at the top of the incline that overlooks our hometown, when we were home visiting our family for a holiday weekend…”

      I grin, and prop my chin in my hand, watching her talk.

      It’s been six months since my own wedding. Fiona screwed me over on a podcast, pretending the series of articles I’d written were all bullshit, and throwing me under the bus to try and bring up her own ratings. Ever since that day, besides writing that manipulative backstabber out of my life for good, I’ve been working on my own project.

      I started a podcast called Fake True Love, and the very first story I told was our own. I never mentioned the part about Fiona talking us into doing the article series. I figured karma would be a big enough bitch without any help from me in that department.

      But I did tell the rest of the story completely truthfully, from messy start to even messier finish.

      The series must have struck a nerve, because my podcast took off, even though Fiona did everything within her power to try and denounce me, claiming I’d quit writing for her because she was being honest and trying to uphold journalistic integrity.

      It didn’t matter. Ratings for my show soared, more and more listeners spilled in. And as the comments, interactions and ratings grew, I realized: this could be a series.

      A podcast where women came on and talked about real life things. Relationships, careers. The trouble we have navigating both at once. How we want to have it all, despite the world constantly telling us that we can’t. And how, a lot of times, we manage to build ourselves pretty cool lives, despite whatever the naysayers have to say about it.

      As my guest of the week’s story wraps up, I thank her for coming on the show, and offer a little bio at the end, talking about the Etsy shop she runs on the side, while raising her kids and working from home. Then we officially wrap, and I shake her hand, thanking her again off-air this time.

      She actually hugs me. “It was so nice to talk to someone so genuine,” she says. “And to get to share our love story. I never really thought I could share it somewhere like this, because we’re just two normal people, you know?”

      “That’s what’s so inspiring about it,” I insist, grinning at her. “Because we’re all just normal people. We all want to know love is possible for us too, not just princes and princesses or whatnot.”

      “Fair point.” She grins and hugs me one last time before she heads out of my office.

      Yep, that’s right. I have my own office now. Screw Fiona and her rental space shared with those tech bros. After I moved in with Charlie shortly after our wedding, I was able to save up enough money to rent a private office of my own, in one of the nicer office buildings in town. There’s even free coffee and tea included, nice stuff, not the crap that Fi’s rental used to share.

      I shut the door behind my guest, then recline my chair, and tap open my recording studio screen to start editing the podcast. I try to use as few effects as possible. Just some intro effects, and fine-tuning to make sure the audio is, well, audible throughout the episode. I also add in a few commercials from sponsors at the opening of each episode.

      A lot of the sponsors are the very same local businesses who supported mine and Charlie’s wedding in the first place. After I explained the truth about our relationship—how it had been fake, and then become real at the last second—I offered to pay for the items they had donated to our wedding.

      All of them refused. In addition, they all bought ads on my new podcast, a boost that really helped me get up and running.

      But all in all, I really couldn’t have done this without Charlie. He insisted I move into his place, and he’s been an incredible sounding board for all of my ideas. He supports all of my endeavors, lifts me up wherever he can, and has been a rock whenever I run into struggles—as seems inevitable with any new business venture, even this one.

      It’s funny. I always thought that love would get in the way of my career. Instead, the love I found has enhanced my career, and made it more possible than ever to achieve my lifelong goals.

      Among other things. My stomach does a funny little flip. Because I haven’t wanted to say anything, not yet—it’s felt too soon, too much like jinxing things, but…

      Someone knocks on the door. I startle. Thinking it’s my guest, back for something she forgot, I rise at once. “Come in!”

      But the door swings inward, and it’s Charlie standing there, framed in the doorway, grinning at me.

      “I thought you had practice tonight,” I say, already striding toward him.

      He wraps me in his arms the second I reach him, our bodies pressed close together, his hands tight around the small of my back. “I did. It’s already past seven. Did you lose track of time again?” He leans down to kiss the tip of my nose lightly.

      I chew on my lower lip. “Um… Maybe. I was thinking.”

      He arches an eyebrow, eyes fixed on might. “Something naughty, I hope.”

      As if in response, my whole face flares red. “Well… no actually, but now that you mention it…”

      Charlie kicks the door shut behind him. “Hmm. It sounds like I’ve been slacking in my husbandly duties. If you don’t have enough fodder for that filthy imagination of yours, we might have to do something about that.”

      “Mr. Cross.” I fake a shocked tone. “To think you would dare barge into my office and talk filth…”

      “Oh, I’d dare a lot more than that.” With that, he takes another step forward, and suddenly I realize he has me pinned against the desk. His hands catch my hips, trace my curves. Before I can say another word, he lifts me up, plants my ass firmly on the desk and pushes my knees wide, sliding between them.

      My pencil skirt hikes up around my waist with the motion, and I fake a gasp. “Someone’s feeling awfully raunchy tonight.”

      “What can I say?” He leans in to kiss my neck lightly, feathering up and down until—oh, yes. He bites the sensitive spot just below my jawline, lightly, sending tingles all down my spine. “I’ve got a thing for boss babes. Seeing you here in your office, working so hard… It makes me want to… distract you.” His hand slides around my thigh and up, up, until his finger grazes along the edge of my panties.

      Fuck. I’m already getting wet. “You’re pretty damn good at doing that,” I murmur.

      His smirk widens. “I can tell,” he breathes, right before he slips his hand beneath my panties, his palm against my mound, his fingers spreading me. He trails one finger between them, soaking his fingertip in my juices. “You’re always so eager for me, Mrs. Cross.”

      My belly tightens, the way it always does whenever he calls me that. I kept my own name for my career, and for advertising on our show. And because it felt right to me. But whenever he calls me Mrs. Cross in the bedroom; whenever he reminds me that I’m his, bound to him now, for better or worse, in sickness and in health…

      What can I say? It’s a pretty big turn-on.

      “I could say the same for you, husband,” I whisper, my hand sliding down to the telltale bulge in his pants, and his eyes flare with heat as they find mine once more.

      It doesn’t take me long to undo his zipper. Nor does it take him long to hook a thumb under my panties and pull them down my legs in a slick motion, tossing them aside. We don’t bother with the rest of our clothes. We’re both too hungry for each other.

      “Fuck me, husband,” I beg, and he’s all too happy to oblige.

      He pushes his cock inside me, delving deep into my pussy, spreading me wide, stuffing me full. “God, my wife has the sexiest fucking pussy in the world,” he murmurs, as he draws out, thrusts into me again, a little farther this time. Over and over until his cock is fully inside me, my legs wrapped around his waist and my skirt hiked up around my own. My ass bounces against the tabletop as he starts to move faster, pulling out and slamming back into me, building up speed.

      “Charlie…” My toes curl as I tighten my legs around his waist.

      “That’s right, naughty girl.” He arches his hips, angles his cock inside me, using his strong arms to pull my ass up higher, nearly off the table. At that angle, with every thrust, the head of his cock drags along my G-spot, and I let out breathy little pants, unable to help myself. “Come for me, Lila. Come on my cock.”

      I let out a groan of pleasure, my head falling back, hair a disheveled mess, as the orgasm hits me. It rocks through my whole body, makes my toes clench hard, my thighs tightening around Charlie’s waist. I can feel my pussy convulse too, pumping his cock like a fist, and he lets out a guttural sound through his teeth, one that shoots through to my very gut.

      God, I love the look on his face when he comes undone.

      I crack my eyes to watch him now, enjoying the way he looks almost feral in his lust. He grips my hips hard, pounds into me, hard and fast, my ass smacking against the tabletop. When he reaches his own climax, he wraps both arms around me and pulls my body against his, groaning my name as he finishes, his cum pumping deep into my pussy.

      When he draws out of me, I can feel it all over again, a hot, pleasant rush down my thighs, his juices mingled with mine. The whole office smells of us, like sex and heat.

      “I’m going to really have to clean that table now,” I comment, with a glance, and Charlie just smirks, damn him. He catches my waist and pulls me against him all over again, kissing me once more. But I plant my hands on his chest and tilt my head, smirking at him. “Ah, ah. That might have worked once, but you can’t keep distracting me forever.”

      He arches a single eyebrow. “Got important work to finish, then?”

      But I grin. “Nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow,” I say, which makes him laugh and lift me up in his arms, planting a slow, hot kiss on my mouth.

      “Good. Because I need you back at home. In my bed.” His smirk widens.

      “You’re insatiable.” I grin and lean my forehead on his shoulder.

      He rests his chin on the crown of my head. “It’s funny, you know. You thought that relationships could never work for you, because of your career. But now talking about relationships is your career.”

      “Funny how life works, isn’t it?” I agree, leaning back to grin up at him. “I can’t wait to hear what the fans think of my next big news announcement, though.”

      He arches an eyebrow, studying me. “What’s that?”

      I press my lips together. I hadn’t planned to do this yet, wasn’t sure… But if I’ve learned one thing being with Charlie, it’s to always choose the path of honesty. To be truthful with one another about what we want.

      And about the big things in our lives.

      So I lift one hand, only a little bit shakily, and bring it to rest over my stomach. “We really are about to have it all, Charlie,” I whisper.

      His eyebrows fly high, his lips parting, before his expression spreads into one of sheer joy. “You’re pregnant?!”

      “I wasn’t sure how to tell you—”

      “Lila!” He’s already dropping to his knees before me, pressing his lips to my belly, even though it’s still completely flat, nothing visible yet. Then he tilts his head back, his chin resting against my stomach. “I can’t wait to start our family. You’re going to be the best mother out there.”

      “Pretty sure you’ll make a damn fantastic father, yourself,” I tell him, tears glittering along the edges of my vision. “Charlie…” I drop to my knees too, so we’re face to face, our gazes locked. “I love you so much. You make me so fucking happy.” My eyes sparkle where they meet his. “And that, is the god’s honest truth.”
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* * *

      Looking for another hot fake relationship romance? Check out my other book, THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT. Jasper never planned to get married. But when he needs a wife to bring to his family reunion, he hires Dee. He never expected to fall in love—but Dee changes everything.

      

      Read THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT here! Blurb is below!

      

      Want to be the first to learn when a new title is released? Follow me on Amazon!

      [image: ]
* * *

      I never wanted a wife. Until I met her.

      All my life I've been a lone-wolf. My favorite things are fast cars and a glass of brandy after a long day.

      Things were perfect. Until my father reminded me he controls my inheritance.

      If I don't bring a wife to the next family vacation, he's cutting me off.

      I hate having my hand forced...

      But I've got a plan.

      I asked my assistant to find me the most non-wife-material girl he can dig up.

      Once I parade her in front of my father, he'll be begging me to divorce her.

      I'll keep my inheritance without having to change my life for anyone.

      It seemed so easy.

      Then I met her.

      She's everything I never knew I wanted.

      And when she finds out I picked her because I thought she'd never fit into my world...

      It'll break her heart.

      
        READ THE WIFE ARRANGEMENT HERE!
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