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    To my sisters, and best friends, Shelly and Laurie — 
 
      
 
    Always remember that if you fall, I will pick you up.  
 
    After I finish laughing. 
 
      
 
    I love you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    BIRTHDAY BLUES...A BEAUTIFUL PAIN 
 
    1. Boom Boom Blues Lounge 
 
    2. Drinks with Willow and Marlow 
 
    3. Thunder Down Under show 
 
    4. Watch the Bellagio fountains 
 
    5. Date with Buzz 
 
      
 
    There were only five things I planned to do on my birthday. An unusually small list for the day, but a list all the same. Some things never changed.  
 
    Hailing a cab, I folded the paper of my numbered to-do items and shoved it into my purse. I had exactly one hour before Willow and Marlow’s plane landed and I didn’t want them to have any idea where I was, or who I was seeing. If this took longer than I thought and they arrived at the hotel before I got back, I hoped they wouldn’t give me the fifth degree about where I’d been. I was a shitty liar, and they’d get the truth out of me if they tried hard enough. But chances were, they wouldn’t worry about me. I was the dependable one who made rational decisions. Las Vegas might be Sin City, but there was no reason for them to be concerned about Harlow Ransom, the perfect good girl. 
 
    Should they be worried?  
 
    They would if they knew the truth. They’d lose their minds if they knew who was in town. 
 
    I sat in the back of the cab, twisting the hem of my tiny skirt between my fingers. I tried to convince myself that I had to do this, that I’d regret it if I didn’t take the chance. I was still nervous, though, for too many reasons. I shoved those reasons so far down there was no possible way I’d come to my senses and just turn around like I probably should. A few minutes later, I paid the cabby his fare and then stepped out onto the sidewalk in front of my destination. The harsh Vegas sun glared down on me like the light shining from an interrogator’s lamp, and I winced under its power. I pulled the ticket out of my purse that I’d bought earlier, but my hands were shaking so hard I could barely read the name of the place where the show was taking place.  
 
    Boom Boom Blues Lounge. That’s where I needed to go.  
 
    Leaving the heavy heat of Vegas behind, I entered the casino and wound my way through the noise. The constant ringing and music of machines that never slept were coupled with the click of chips as they were tossed and wagered. People swarmed everywhere, drawn by one thing...need. The need for pleasure, the need for entertainment, the need for a stroke of good luck. I ignored all of them as I walked by. 
 
    When I reached the Boom Boom Blues Lounge, I realized I was just as needy as everyone else. 
 
    I took a deep breath, stepped through the entrance, and glanced around. Fancy. And extravagant. The stage, like everything else in Vegas, was over the top. Thick velvet curtains hung across the gleaming wood floor, and the lavish trim work was golden and so ostentatious that the whole thing looked unreal. Like a child’s toy.  
 
    I asked the hostess for a table in the back, and she seated me with a curious look in her eyes like she couldn’t imagine why I’d want to sit so far away when there were so many empty spots close to the stage. I tucked myself in at the small table, anticipation crawling under my skin like a disease spreading throughout my body as I waited for the show to start. People filed in, the waitress visited, and soon the room was alive with laughter and chatter while I sat alone, drunk on nerves and expectation.  
 
    I waited quietly in the shadows, my fingers wrapped around a fancy drink that I couldn’t bring myself to taste. My palms were sweaty, my blood was pounding fiercely through my heart, and I was the kind of excited where I wasn’t sure if I was going to be sick or pass out. It was possible I might do both.  
 
    When the lights finally dimmed, so did my breathing. The curtains pulled back, and it felt as if the skin over my chest had been peeled back as well, leaving my heart exposed.  
 
    The spotlight cut through the darkness in a burst of brightness, and there she was.  
 
    She stood in the middle of the stage—beautiful and enigmatic. She was like the sun, painful to look at, but hard to ignore. She looked the same, as if time was too weary to try and change her. When she opened her mouth and the first notes of her perfect voice spilled past her lips, I closed my eyes. Memories of my childhood slipped through my mind, patchy and heartbreaking. A beautiful pain. 
 
    I had to remind myself that no matter how familiar or exquisite the voice, that part of my life was over. She survived on alcohol, sin, and music now. That’s all she needed. Without them, she’d cease to exist. Because of them, I hadn’t seen her in thirteen years. 
 
    My eyes fluttered back open and forced myself to watch the woman on stage. I’d come here because I’d needed closure. I stared at her, determined not to look away. I refused to be fooled by the silky voice or perfect face, remembering all the years she’d given up with me so she could do this. With strangers.  
 
    Glancing around the room, I noticed that some people were watching her sing while others continued conversations—the show on stage merely background noise for their expensive drinks. They all might look at her and hear her, but not like I did. And yet, I was the one who didn’t matter to her. She craved their approval, their attention. She sang to the audience like they were a lover she couldn’t let go.  
 
    I wasn’t even a blip on her radar.  
 
    This was what I’d needed to see.  
 
    Pulling my tiny sweater tightly over my chest, I stood up, finally feeling my heart crust over. I turned my back on her as the wounds of the last thirteen years became a dull pain.  
 
    Twenty-one years ago today, the woman on stage became my mother. And when I was eight years old, she threw it all away. 
 
   


  
 


 
     
 
    — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    1. ONE TOO MANY 
 
      
 
    July 29, 2016 
 
    FATHER DISCOVERS DAUGHTER’S LIES by Harlow Ransom 
 
    A young woman joined her sisters for a weekend of debauchery in Las Vegas to celebrate her twenty-first birthday. The woman in question, Harlow Ransom, was the victim of one of the most common dangers to young adults—peer pressure. Her father, Jack Ransom, was under the impression she was celebrating her birthday at her home near the University of Maryland in College Park where she was entering her senior year. He suffered an acute case of “losing his shit” when he discovered his daughter’s deception and her numerous indiscretions in Sin City. 
 
    “I had no idea she would be so irresponsible. She should be making plans for her future, not binge-drinking and picking up strangers in bars,” said Mr. Ransom. “I wanted her to get her journalism degree at Berkley where I could keep an eye on her. I don’t know how I let Harlow convince me to allow her to move clear across the country, but that mistake has now been rectified.” 
 
    Harlow has verified the rumors that her father has forced her to move back home where he can micromanage all of her decisions. “I’m still conducting a full investigation of everyone I know to find out how he knew about Vegas,” Harlow admitted. 
 
    “I don’t know how Harlow deals with it,” said Marlow, one of the sisters who convinced her to go on the wild trip to Vegas. “She’s twenty-one, and still scared to make a decision that isn’t her father’s.”  
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
     “Dad is going to freak out. He’ll kill me if he finds out I’m here. Especially if he finds out I’m here with you two.” I narrowed my eyes at my sisters, otherwise known as MISSbehave and MISSchievous. At least according to my dad. My plane had landed hours ago, but now that I’d survived my trip to the Boom Boom Blues Lounge and I had a little alcohol in my system to dull the pain of seeing my so-called mother, panic was starting to set in.  
 
    I was dressed in a short skirt and a low-cut sequined shirt, sitting in a glitzy bar with my sisters, busy imagining the headline and accompanying story that would perfectly describe my demise if my father found out what I’d done. It was one of my quirks, one of the residual effects of my infatuation with journalism—everything became a story to me, even my own life. It was a habit I picked up when I was a kid, something to distract me. Disappointment and neglect were easier to deal with when I stepped back and turned reality into a story where my emotions didn’t have to come into play. 
 
    “He can’t kill you if you don’t tell him,” Willow advised. She took a sip out of her martini glass, careful not to mess up her flawlessly glossed lips.  
 
    Everything about Willow was always flawless, right down to the impeccable Versace dress she was wearing. Willow’s father was a Wall Street tycoon. I don’t know if tycoon was an actual technical term, but that’s how I always referred to him—Walter the Tycoon. As if he was some sort of deadly storm. Storm or not, Willow was a miniature version of him. Except for the glossy lips. Oh, and the half dozen girly drinks she’d already consumed. Walter Vallencourt wouldn’t be seen near a girly drink unless it was attached to the hand of a beautiful woman. He only drank scotch. I guess that was a Wall Street thing. Or a tycoon thing. 
 
    “Seriously. Don’t be so dramatic, Harlow. He’s not going to find out.” Marlow pushed a glass into my hand before stumbling into me, forcing half the liquid to slosh over the sides. I contorted my body to avoid being splashed and nearly fell off my absurdly unstable, I’ll-likely-break-my-damn-neck, heels that she’d coerced me into wearing. “Drink up, baby sister,” she cooed, grabbing me to keep me from falling. Or maybe to keep herself from falling. 
 
    “You’re never going to make it through the night at this rate, Marlow.” I held her up until we both found our balance again. “You’re an embarrassment to children of rock star gods everywhere,” I joked.  
 
    She waved her delicate hand, dismissing me. “I fully intend to destroy the suite later. Rock star style. Until then, we drink!” She held up her glass enthusiastically, not even bothered when a good bit of the contents slid down her arm.  
 
    Marlow’s father was Mason Cage, lead guitarist for Maximum Sarcasm. His music career peaked about eighteen years ago, right around the time his addictions did. He was still filthy rich, though, and by association, so was Marlow. Which was why we were in a fancy bar in Vegas, celebrating my twenty-first birthday in style. It was all her idea, and funded by her father’s credit card.  
 
    I looked at the drink she’d given me—a martini glass full of red liquor garnished with a raspberry that appeared to be smoking. “What is this?”  
 
    “Fire Breathing Dragon,” she said, giggling. “Try it.” 
 
    I popped the berry—which was freezing cold—into my mouth and when I bit down on it, smoked poured out of my nose and mouth. My sisters howled in laughter as I took a sip of the drink, pretending I didn’t look like a glittery version of Puff the Magic Dragon. 
 
    I took one last sip and set the drink down on the table in front of me. “He thinks I’m at home, researching internships and working,” I said, returning to the subject of my father. Marlow, Willow, and I were sisters. We didn’t look alike, we didn’t share the same father, and we had nothing in common except for Nicole Mercer, our mother. Oh yeah, we had that other embarrassing tidbit in common—our names all ending in “low.” Our mother thought she was being ridiculously cute in naming us. But then again, she wasn’t the one who had to deal with the fallout at school. She wasn’t the one who had to put up with kids insisting that our names all ended in “low” because that’s what our mother was. They said she was a low-life.  
 
    They weren’t wrong. I could admit that now. 
 
    Those were the days when my infatuation with journalism began. I’d get bullied, and then to make myself feel better, I’d think up a great imaginative story to go along with it. Some kids have invisible friends to help them cope—I had my stories. Only, unlike other kids, I didn’t grow out of my coping mechanism. I embraced it. Perhaps even depended on it. That was my childhood.  
 
    Emotionally detached. 
 
    Except for when it came to my sisters. Despite our differences, we were best friends. I guess when you share a mother as worthless as the one we had, bonding was the only thing a heart could do. So, when Marlow demanded we come to Vegas to celebrate my birthday, I couldn’t say no. I didn’t want to.  
 
    The problem was my dad. If he found out where I was, I could kiss the University of Maryland goodbye. Especially if he knew I’d been stupid enough to see my mother’s show. He was helping me pay for my apartment, but that was with the understanding that my studies came first. If my grades dropped and I lost my scholarships, it wouldn’t be pretty. I was supposed to be in Maryland—working, saving money, and getting ready to start my senior year. Instead, I was surrounded by gaudy strings of gems in the Chandelier Bar. With my sisters. In Vegas. Drinking.  
 
    He would lose his ever-loving mind if he knew. 
 
    “Relax, Little Miss Perfect. It’s not like he’s going to find out,” Willow said. “As far as he knows, there are like twenty states between you and him right now.” She took a sip of her drink, and my thoughts drifted as I tried to take comfort in that thought. “You need to stop worrying and enjoy yourself for once.” 
 
    “Come on, Harlow,” Marlow purred, leaning a little too heavily on me. “This is your big birthday. Let’s have some fun. Daddy gave me the green light on the American Express,” she sang, waving the no-limit card in front of my face. As if his approval would have mattered to her. That card got more action than a James Bond movie. 
 
    Willow looked at her watch. “And we have tickets to Thunder Down Under,” she reminded us. 
 
    Marlow set her drink down and clapped her hands. “Naked firemen and lap dances for everyone!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think it’s the kind of show that does lap dances.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” she sang, winking at me and flashing her daddy’s card again. 
 
    * * *  
 
    I was right. There were no lap dances to be had down under, which seriously ruined Marlow’s plans. But there were plenty of nearly naked men. And flexing muscles. And pelvic thrusting. Lots and lots of pelvic thrusting. Sweet baby Jesus. The pelvic thrusting. Definitely, thunder down under. Especially in my down under. After the show, I wondered if I had time to go back to my room for a little buffin’ of the muffin. It’d be senseless to have all this built-up lust for nothing. If only… 
 
    “Dancing!” Marlow yelled, heaving her huge refillable slushie cup into the air. The stupid thing was so big it had a strap for carrying it around. 
 
    “Marlow,” I warned. We all knew dancing was not one of my skill sets. Petting my kitty on the other hand…I stifled a laugh at the thought. “Maybe we should go back to the room for a bit. Sober up,” I suggested. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “You brought Buzz, didn’t you?” 
 
    “What?” My eyes widened in embarrassment. “No!” 
 
    “You did!” She laughed. “I knew you liked that show. You were totally planning to go back to the room and Jill off with your battery operated boyfriend, weren’t you? I can’t believe you brought that thing with you. That’s pathetic, Lolo,” she said, using my childhood nickname. At one time or another, it was one my mom had used for all of us. Eventually, being the youngest sister, it became my inheritance. Even though I was sure it started because my worthless mother couldn’t remember which name went with which daughter when she got drunk, the sound of it coming from my sister was a comfort.  
 
    “And I can’t believe you gave that damn thing a name,” she giggled. “That’s not normal.” 
 
    Crap. That’s why I didn’t like to drink. I always did something embarrassing. Last time Marlow got me drunk, I told her all about my nightstand drawer full of toys. I never should have told her about Buzz. Or how often I…ah…yeah. I should have kept it a secret. 
 
    “Dancing,” she repeated. “Maybe you can find an actual guy to get down and dirty with instead of something that requires batteries.” She pointed the cup across the street toward the MGM Grand. “Hakkasan is the hottest night club in Vegas and Daddy put our names on the list. We can’t let that go to waste.” She raised her eyebrows at me as if I’d suggested that we flush hundred dollar bills down the toilet.  
 
    I wanted to point out that as far as something being wasted, she was well past that point. But then again, she was probably too drunk to understand sarcasm anyway. 
 
    Willow leaned into me. “Just go with it, Harlow. It’s much easier than arguing. You know she’s going to end up making you go anyway. Besides,” she said, grinning, “you might have fun.” 
 
    Maybe she was right. Plus, I wasn’t ready for my birthday to end just yet. I only had one night to kick responsibility to the curb, and I needed to take advantage of every minute I had. Giving in, I followed my sisters as we stumbled our way across the Strip to the MGM Grand. Actually, they did most of the stumbling. I was merely there as some sort of wobbly human crutch on stilettos, which became apparent as I saved Marlow from tripping over a homeless guy who was selling palm leaves folded into flowers. 
 
    She nearly took out three more people before we made it to the entrance of the club which was guarded by an enormous gold lion and a couple of bouncers who were nearly as big. If the line to get in was any indication, she wasn’t lying about Hakkasan being popular. Everyone standing behind the velvet rope looked like sex wrapped up in the least amount of clothing and the thickest makeup possible. At least as far as the girls went. The guys? Walking one-night stands as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Marlow pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin, somehow looking only half as drunk as she was as she led us past the line and to the entrance.  
 
    “Hey, darlin’. You gotta wait in line like the rest of ‘em.” The bouncer’s mouth flattened into a bored frown, and he pointed to the line of people just beyond the rope. He was large—about the size of a WWE wrestler—and his bald head and impeccable suit made him look like a mob hitman rather than a guy who checked IDs. I imagined he could snap any one of us in half if he felt so inclined.  
 
    Marlow seemed unaware of the danger he posed and I kind of admired her ability to not to wilt under the man’s disdain. It’s possible she was just too drunk to notice.  
 
    “Marlow Cage, Willow Vallencourt, and Harlow Ransom,” she said. When the man didn’t respond right away, she handed over our IDs and pointed toward the clipboard in his hand. “Check your list, handsome. We’re guests of Mason Cage.”  
 
    She smiled sweetly at him until he released an annoyed breath. He checked our IDs against his list, and when he looked up at her again, I could see interest in his gaze. “Marlow Cage, huh?” He reached for the rope and unbuckled it, stepping to the side to let us in. “Enjoy yourself, sweetheart. Let me know if you need anything.” His voice suggested anything actually meant him. 
 
    “Sure will, handsome.” Marlow smiled sweetly at him until we were inside and then she rolled her eyes and shivered. “The ones who are only interested once they find out who my daddy is creep me the hell out.” 
 
    As far as fathers went, we all had it pretty good. Except when it came to dating. I couldn’t decide which of us had the worst situation in that department. Guys wanted to date Marlow because she had a famous rock star father and they wanted a piece of the action…or at least an autograph. Guys came sniffing around Willow because of her father’s business connections with hopes of how he might help out their resumes. But me? Guys didn’t really come around at all. When I was in high school, somehow a rumor started going around that not only was my dad a navy seal who knew how to kill a person in about ninety-three different ways with his bare hands, but that he knew how to hide the bodies afterward. Personally, I think he started the damn rumors himself. When I had to take my cousin to the prom because I couldn’t find a date at my school, my father was entirely unsympathetic. “Distractions,” he’d said. “That’s all they are, Harlow. You don’t need them. Don’t let a guy get in the way of your dreams.” 
 
    Not bad advice. In fact, it was advice I wholeheartedly agreed with and abided by now. I had big plans for my future, and I refused to let anyone get in the way of that. A few kisses and half-hearted promises weren’t worth the pain when those promises were broken. I’d seen what Nicole Mercer had done to my dad. I wasn’t going to let anyone do that to me.  
 
    That’s not to say I was inexperienced. There were guys in college—I had needs after all. But there were no promises made. I found that one-night stands were mutually beneficial. Anything more than that and expectations started to form. One night was all I had to give, and I only chose to be with guys who were willing to accept that. I didn’t really need a permanent guy anyway. I had Buzz. 
 
    I shoved away thoughts of my father as my sisters and I made our way down the hallway and into the club. The dance floor in front of the stage was wall-to-wall bodies, spinning laser lights, and pulsing techno beats that rattled my bones. The place was packed, and there was a lot of skin and groping hands everywhere I looked. Hakkasan was a melting pot of lewdness and lost inhibitions—exactly Marlow’s sort of place. I, on the other hand, felt like a kid who had snuck into her father’s liquor cabinet and didn’t know how to get the top off the bottle.  
 
    Marlow grabbed our hands and pulled us to the edge of the dance floor.  
 
    “Drinks?” Willow asked, swinging her perfectly manicured index finger between us.  
 
    Marlow took a long pull from the daiquiri slushy she held. It was the size of a friggin’ toddler. “I’m good. Meet me on the dance floor when you’re done,” she shouted, spinning away from us. Her hands were in the air, and her eyes were closed, her body falling in rhythm with the music as she let the alcohol take over. Within seconds, the crowd seemed to swallow her whole, accepting her as one of their own. Without a glance back, she let them take her.  
 
    “Harlow?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m the designated walker. Someone has to make sure we make it back to the room in one piece, right?” 
 
    Willow grinned before making her way to the crowded bar for a drink.  
 
    I stood and watched the chaos, catching glimpses of Marlow as a guy materialized beside her and her drink was tossed to the side so she’d have both hands free to explore her dance partner. I rubbed my arm, my awkwardness slowly washing over me as sobriety found a foothold. 
 
    “Smile,” a voice from my right said over the pumping music. 
 
    I cringed and then turned to face the guy who had come up next to me. I hated it when random guys told me to smile, as if I was obligated to decorate their world.  
 
    “Maybe you should tell me a joke,” I suggested, shouting over the music. The least I could do was give him a chance to come up with something better.  
 
    “What?” His forehead furrowed over his eyes in confusion.  
 
    He wasn’t bad looking. Cute actually. But I was going to need a little more than an attractive face and sorry ass pickup line. 
 
    I tilted my head. “Tell me a joke so I have a reason to smile.” I gave him a ghost of a grin to urge him on. Come on, dude. It’s my birthday. Woo me. 
 
    He smirked, his eyes lighting up in understanding as he leaned in close. “You know what I like in a girl?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, my smile turning hopeful. 
 
    “My dick.” 
 
    And…I’d just met the king of douches. My down under, which had been so happy just an hour ago, literally revolted at the idea of another minute next to this moron. “Tough luck,” I said, gesturing to my lower half. “No vacancy.”  
 
    I didn’t bother to stick around to hear his response. Pushing my way through the crowd, I found an empty table where I could still catch glimpses of Marlow. I sat on one of the bar stools and pulled out my phone to check my messages. Although I knew it hadn’t been my sisters’ intention, the minutes rolled by into double digits, and I found myself bored and alone at the edge of all the insanity. Maybe I should have felt compelled to join in the dancing with Marlow, or to brave the crowded bar with Willow, but I just couldn’t muster the desire for either. I could feel the weight of another bar in another casino. Like a second heartbeat, I could feel the seconds as they counted down to another big reveal. And how the woman who would soon be making love to the microphone again was oblivious to the fact that I was celebrating another birthday without her. 
 
    As if knowing I needed an excuse to be alone, my phone started buzzing and the screen lit up with my father’s face. Of course. It was Friday. He’d just be getting home from poker night. I told myself I had to answer his call or he’d worry. And it’d be impossible to take his call inside the club. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I shoved away from the table and made my way to the exit. I just needed someplace quiet to talk to him. Besides, I still hadn’t had the chance to scratch “Watch the Bellagio fountains” off my list. I’d just talk to my dad, head on over and watch the next show, and then make my way back to the club. Maybe by then, Marlow and Willow would be ready to head back to the room.  
 
    I knew I should feel guilty for skipping out on my own birthday celebration, but I also knew my sisters would never let me go off without them. And I needed a moment to think. Alone. 
 
    As I walked past the bouncer and out onto the sidewalk outside, I answered the call. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. Are your pockets heavy?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m going to have to wear an extra belt from now on. It’s not even fair to the old bastards.” But he said it with fondness because those old bastards just happened to be his navy seal buddies. Most of them were like uncles to me. “What about you? What are you doing? Having a good birthday?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Thanks for the cash,” I said, avoiding his first two questions. “Did you rob a bank or something?” I still hadn’t gotten over the shock of five one-hundred dollar bills falling out of my birthday card when I opened it. “You didn’t need to do that.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, amused. “But you deserve it. I know how hard you work and I thought it might be nice if you took a day off every once in a while. You should treat yourself.” 
 
    I rubbed my arm guiltily, certain that his version of treating myself was likely a massage or pedicure, not a weekend in Vegas. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.” 
 
    “Well, I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday before you went to bed. Unless,” he said, warily, “you’re still out celebrating.” 
 
    “I think I might go to bed pretty soon actually.” A car honked and I winced, knowing he heard it over the phone and that he knew my bed wasn’t quite as close as I was insinuating.   
 
    “Good. Just...” he paused as if he was going to give me a warning, but then he said. “Have a happy birthday, Harlow.” He didn’t tell me not to drink or party or any of the other things someone does on their twenty-first birthday, and I kind of loved him for not forcing me to lie and promise that I wouldn’t when I already had. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too. Goodnight.” 
 
    He hung up, and I stood on the street corner watching the screen of my phone as the call disconnected. My birthday buzz was officially dead. I couldn’t go back into the club yet. Not before I saw the Bellagio fountains. 
 
    I sent a text to my sisters. 
 
    Me: Looking for the bathroom. I’ll find you later. xo 
 
    I turned off my phone and shoved it into my purse. I’d be back before they even realized I wasn’t in the bathroom. I’d just watch one show. There was no harm in that. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
     
 
    — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    2. BACK ON BOARD 
 
    July 29, 2016 
 
    WILL TRACE STONE BE BACK ON BOARD IN TIME FOR X-GAMES 2017? by National Sports Network 
 
    American snowboarder, Trace Stone, made it to the semifinals in the snowboard cross event in the 2016 X-Games only to suffer a devastating crash that resulted in a torn ACL and a serious concussion. He was the favorite to win the gold, and fans were understandably disappointed when he was unable to finish the competition.  
 
    “I went all the way out to Aspen just to see Stone win gold,” said Jeremy Bolon, a fan from South Dakota who was in Vegas to attend ShredCon, the biggest snowboarding convention in the country. “I couldn’t believe he got hurt. I never got to meet him. I’m hoping to have him sign my board today, though.” 
 
    Trace Stone is well known for taking risks on the slopes, but he’s just as famous for dominating the field with his effortless control. And in an event as fast and furious as snowboard cross, control is essential. Despite his injury, Stone is a superstar in the snowboarding world and has been a sponsored rider since he was fourteen, winning three career gold medals in previous X-Games. He’s hinted at the possibility of joining the US Olympic team for the 2018 Winter Games.  
 
    That is, if he decides to come back to the sport he loves. 
 
    As most fans of the Winter X-Games know, Stone had surgery immediately after his accident, and it’s reported that he’s had extensive rehabilitation since then. Usually this time of the year he can be found at the Blockhouse, a training facility in Tahoe that caters to x-treme sports athletes, but there’s been no word on whether he’s returned to his rigorous workout schedule yet.  
 
    There’s no doubt Trace Stone has talent, but the question is, will we see him back on the slopes this year? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Assholes. As if they cared. I was a story to them whether I came back or not. I pressed the button to close out the internet browser and then shoved my phone into my back pocket. I don’t know why I bothered reading stories about myself, I always just ended up pissed off. And now I was too amped up to sit around in this bar with all the noise and people. I needed a change of scenery. 
 
    “How long do you plan to stay here?” I asked the guys.  
 
    “Are you leaving already?” Seth took a sip of his beer. There was only one empty bottle on the table in front of him. He was just getting started. 
 
    “I start training on Monday. I probably should go get some sleep.” 
 
    “It’s the weekend, dickwad. Jamie made a call, we’ve got girls coming. They’re already paid for and everything.” 
 
    They got prostitutes? Were these really my friends?  
 
    “You’re paying to play now?” I asked Seth, disgusted. “You’ve got a girlfriend, dude. That shit is not cool.”  
 
    “This is Vegas, man. You know what they say.” He shrugged as if that was a valid excuse for being a douche. 
 
    I knew what they said about Vegas, but when my name was involved, what happened in Vegas would be another negative headline all over every social media outlet. I definitely didn’t need that. I had enough as it was.  
 
    I stood up, digging in my pocket for some cash. I tossed a few bills on the table. “I’m going back to my room. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” 
 
    “Afternoon,” Seth corrected me. “Don’t you fucking dare wake me up before noon tomorrow. The autograph session isn’t until four.” 
 
    I shook my head. And he wondered why he’d never made it to the elite levels of competition. His dedication left a lot to be desired. 
 
    “Trace,” Seth called as I walked away. “Why’d you come with us to Vegas if you weren’t going to have any fun?” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer, I merely waved as I walked with my back to him and continued heading toward the exit. He knew why I came to Vegas…for ShredCon, the snowboarding convention. I rode for Burton, and I was obligated to attend autograph sessions today and tomorrow. Even though I hadn’t been on a board in months, it was insane how many people still showed up to have me sign things or just to catch a selfie with me. I hated to be ungrateful, but I’d be enjoying the weekend a shit ton more if I’d ended last season with a medal and not a fucked up knee. I felt like some kind of fake, signing and posing like I was still a winner. 
 
    I needed a kick in the ass. This self-pity wasn’t me. I was the risk taker, the laid back guy who enjoyed life and all its surprises. I didn’t balk at spontaneity, and I never sulked. At least, I never had until my accident last winter. 
 
    Get your shit together, Stone! 
 
    I needed the chance to put myself to the test. To know whether my body could be trusted again. Ever since my accident, all of the carefully made plans for my future seemed to be out of focus. I used to know what I wanted and exactly how I would get it, but things didn’t seem as clear now. I loved snowboarding and craved competition, but I hated the idea that the accident had caused me to take a dozen huge steps backward. In the last few months, I’d spent all of my time just regaining my strength and the ability to walk and run like I used to. What would I have to relearn once I got back on my board?  
 
    The thought was sobering. I’d come so far in the sport and the expectation to win and appease my sponsors was suffocating. Could I deal with the possibility that I might not be able to meet those expectations anymore? What if I wasn’t a gold-medal contender ever again? What if I was just another mediocre snowboard jockey—like Seth and Jamie?  
 
    I thought Vegas would take my mind off things, but ShredCon and all of the articles flooding social media were forcing me to face the grim truth—my future wasn’t guaranteed. And yet I was still a novelty in the sport. I understood why people came to see the broken snowboarder. I understood that my failures were just as newsworthy as my successes. 
 
    What I didn’t understand was why I was spending my time in Vegas with assholes like Jamie and Seth.  
 
    Well, at least that was one thing I had control over. 
 
    I made my way through the nightclub, the lights flashing and the music pounding all around me. I hadn’t had much to drink, but I could feel the promise of a headache in the near future—an unwanted reminder of my accident.  
 
    A pretty blonde with a hell of a lot of skin showing moved in front of me and draped her arms around my neck. “I want to dance with you,” she murmured, rubbing her body against me. She was beautiful and dressed like she might have been one of the girls that Seth and Jamie were expecting.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized, reaching up to pull the girl’s hands from around my neck. “I don’t dance.” She pouted as she turned away, but I knew it wouldn’t last long. Marquee was filled with available and eager guys, she’d find another dance partner without too much trouble. 
 
    The air in the club was thick with body heat, and it was a relief to finally make my way outside of the casino and onto the sidewalk along the strip. Even though the temperature outside was still nearly 100 degrees, I could finally think straight once the overwhelming fog in my head started to clear. The sidewalks were packed, but I didn’t have far to walk since my hotel was the next one over. Jamie and Seth were happy to slum it and stay in hotels off the strip, but I had standards. And those standards included a room at the Bellagio and the most perfect fucking pillows on the planet. They could waste their money on call girls; I’d happily take a comfortable bed instead. 
 
    As I neared my hotel, I could hear music begin, signaling the start of the water fountain show. I was about to continue following the sidewalk up to the lobby when I caught sight of her. Even in the dark, I could see that her hair was dark and that it spilled down her back in long curls, hiding all the bare skin that I could just barely see that her sparkly top neglected to cover. She was leaning on the railing, her face expectant and beautiful under the weak light that filtered through the darkness. 
 
    The bed could wait.  
 
    I squeezed into the empty space next to the girl and noticed she was breathing heavily as if she’d just run several blocks. The water show had just started and she didn’t even turn to see who had stepped up so closely to her. She was captivated as the water danced to the sounds of a female opera singer. Instead of watching the fountains, however, I was watching the girl. Every time the woman’s voice hit a high note, the girl jolted slightly as if the sound was touching her somewhere deep inside.  
 
    I leaned forward onto the railing, knowing that my body was well into her peripheral vision, but she still didn’t look my way. After a few more seconds, I spoke. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Shh!” The sound was sharp and quick, her hand instinctively reaching to the side, to push against my arm, silencing me as easily as if she’d put her hand over my mouth. The girl didn’t move her hand or look at me as she continued to watch the fountains. Her fingers were warm on my skin, and I could smell the sweet fragrance of fruity alcohol lingering around her. When a male voice joined the music, she took a deep breath in, the air stuttering through her as she inhaled. How many times had I passed the fountains oblivious to the show? Ten? Fifteen? I’d never cared to stop and watch before.  
 
    Then again, I’d never seen her before. 
 
    I could hear the explosions that forced the jets of water into their choreography, and I was vaguely aware of lights that flashed in time to the music, but I was focused on the girl next to me. She wasn’t just watching the show, she was experiencing it—every note, every twirl of water, every flash of light—she was soaking it all in as if she needed it to live.  
 
    Soon, the male and female voices were singing together, and I could see that the girl’s eyes were shining like she was on the verge of crying. The water shot high into the air on the final notes of the song and the hand that wasn’t touching me abruptly left the railing and flew to her chest, lying flat against her skin. It was almost as if she was trying to keep her heart from escaping. The lights faded with the music as the last of the water fell from the hot Vegas night in large droplets that scattered across the dark expanse of the Bellagio lake like pieces of broken glass. The immediate area fell into sudden darkness for a few moments before the street lamps flickered back on with an announcement that the next show would start in fifteen minutes. 
 
    “I used to love when my mom sang that song.” The words were little more than a whisper, but I heard them just fine. She continued to stare at the dark water, and I wasn’t sure if she was speaking to me, or herself. 
 
    “After a song like that, I feel like I should be asking you to marry me,” I said. 
 
    Her head whipped around, her gaze finally tearing away from the water as her eyes widened in confusion. Just as I had intended, that got her attention. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Will you marry me?” I asked, attempting seriousness.  
 
    She finally noticed her hand still on my arm and she withdrew it, her chin tilting to the side as she studied me for a moment. A smile finally tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Very funny.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m joking?” 
 
    She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and studied me, her eyes making a deliberate path from my head to toes and back again to my eyes. “You’re cute, but I’ll have to decline the whole shotgun wedding offer. I don’t even know you,” she explained. 
 
    “Well, we’ll just have to change that.” I leaned against the railing, and her eyes seemed to fight some sort of battle to stay on mine. To not take a good look at me again. When I didn’t continue, she raised her brows and tilted her head. 
 
    “When I saw you, I was going to ask you to have a drink with me,” I admitted, “but then I figured there was no way you could say no to a drink once you felt guilty for turning down my marriage proposal.” 
 
    “Is that what you figured?” she asked, a flirty smile gracing her lips.  
 
    “That’s what I proposed,” I corrected. 
 
    “To be honest, it wasn’t much of a proposal, Romeo. I bet you’ve used that line on a hundred girls tonight.” 
 
    “Are you saying no, Juliet?” I pushed off the wall to move a little closer to her and I could have sworn her body leaned in toward me. Interesting. 
 
    She shrugged her shoulder. “I’m really tired, I was heading up to bed.”  
 
    “Bed? I can work with that.” I could do more than work with that.  
 
    She laughed, the sound soon swallowed by the chaos of people pushing past us. “It wasn’t an invitation.”  
 
    That’s what her lips said, but her body said something different altogether. She moved closer to me still, and her gaze settled on my mouth, willing me to give her a reason to say yes to something...anything. I knew that look well enough—she was interested, and she would say yes...if I managed to ask the right question. 
 
    “No marriage and no bed? You’re breaking my heart, Juliet.” 
 
    Her eyebrows raised in challenge. Not nearly good enough. 
 
    “The least you can do is hang out with me for a bit. You owe me. For the broken heart and all. Let me buy you a drink,” I begged, nodding my head toward the Bellagio. Forget going to bed at a decent time, I’d just found a good reason for being in Vegas. Spending time with a beautiful girl who was in touch with her sense of humor had just become my number one priority. It didn’t hurt that she was hotter than a Vegas afternoon in August. 
 
    She glanced up at the hotel briefly, biting the inside of her lip before she finally answered. “Okay. One drink, Romeo. Just until your heart feels a little less broken.” 
 
    I blew out an exaggerated breath. “I don’t know, Juliet. You were pretty harsh; it might take two or three drinks until I feel better. My heart is a pretty fragile thing.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” She rolled her eyes, but she was still amused. “Let’s start with one and see how it goes.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Ready?” I asked her, finally moving my hand to her lower back to guide her up the sidewalk. There was no mistaking it when she leaned into my touch.  
 
    “My name is Harlow by the way.” She offered her hand for me to shake. 
 
    “Trace,” I responded, lightly grasping her fingers and lifting them up to my mouth so I could press a kiss to the back of her hand.  
 
    What? I wanted a taste, so sue me.  
 
    She looked at my mouth on her skin and her lips parted as if she was going to say something, but she only continued to stare. 
 
    “Just a warning, Harlow, after a few drinks with me, you might want to change your mind about the whole marriage thing,” I warned. “I can’t be held responsible for my irresistible charm.” 
 
    She regained her composure and laughed again. “I have to warn you, Trace, I’m immune to charm.” 
 
    We’ll see about that.  
 
    “I’m also not really the marrying kind,” she added. 
 
    Even better. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dancing. Alcohol. Heat. Lips. Laughter. Flirtatious touches.  
 
    Harlow naked in my bed. 
 
    I had no idea what time it was, but it was late. She said just one drink. She said there would be no bed in our future. She said she was immune to my charm.  
 
    All lies.  
 
    I’d lost count of how many times we’d fucked. All I knew was each time we reached the end, our lips and fingers greedily held on until it started all over again. I knew every inch of her. I’d had my mouth on each spot at least once. I wouldn’t be happy until I’d conquered every fucking inch of her. 
 
    I was sore and tired and spent, but in the best goddamn way. 
 
    The bed was still in one piece, and that was more surprising than the fact that Harlow was in it. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind if we fucked it into a pile of rubble if it meant that morning never came. I had a feeling when the sun rose, it would all end. She would fade away just like the dancing water at the fountain where I first saw her. 
 
    I growled at the thought and worked my fingers into her long curls, for some way to hold on. 
 
    Her body was slick underneath me as I pushed up onto my knees, sliding in and out of her. Her limbs were wrapped around mine, holding me close. I could smell the sweet scent of alcohol and sex as I dipped my head to taste her neck. I devoured the tender skin along her throat, my teeth and tongue making her breath catch. Her slim body bucked up against me, and my fingers dug in, trying to tame the wild roll of her hips before she pushed me over the edge too soon. I kissed across her jaw until my mouth found hers and when she kissed me back, it became punishing. She teased her lips against mine, accepting the wild plunge of my tongue, and then pulled away until I was begging for more.  
 
    “Faster,” she demanded against my mouth. She dug her fingers into my skin and pulled me flush against her, pushing up into me recklessly. Soon my body was grinding and pounding against hers. Hard into soft. Over and over again. She was under me, but she was riding me, urging me with every tilt of her hips, daring me to go harder. Deeper.  
 
    And I was so lost in the sensation. My touch was frantic trying to sear everything about her into my memory. 
 
    When I thrust into her, my knees dug into the mattress and the headboard knocked against the wall. She moaned into my mouth with every rock of our bodies and it just made me want to do it again. To hear her beg my name. To feel her grab onto me. To feel her come around me. 
 
    I pulled my lips away from hers so I could look down at her. Thick lashes lifted and all I could see was green—the deep emerald of shiny bottle glass, gazing back at me. Burning for me. Her hair was spread in copper tangles across the mattress, the pillows and blankets shoved to the floor hours ago by her wild hands. Her pale skin was flushed pink and shiny with sweat. The fingers of one hand were still fisted in the sheet beneath her, yanking so hard she was pulling it free from the corner of the bed. The other hand was pressed against my ass, both of her legs wrapped around mine to keep me close. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she begged. “It’s so good.”’ 
 
    “I told you I’d make it good for you.” 
 
    Thrust.  
 
    The thump of the headboard spurred me on. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she panted. “You’re a stranger. I’m never reckless. I’m always in control. I never break rules.” 
 
    “Rules are no fun unless they’re broken.” 
 
    Thrust. Thrust. 
 
    Her eyes closed. She made a sexy sound in the back of her throat as she ripped the sheet free from the edge of the bed. I ran my hand up her side, cupping her breast before leaning down to take her nipple in my mouth. 
 
    “Maybe I should marry you,” she moaned across the top of my head as her hand clutched my hair, holding me to her chest. “Then we could do this every night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled around the smooth skin of her breast. 
 
    Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. 
 
    I let go of her hair and reached between us, stroking her. Making her body tremble. She clenched her teeth as if to hold her moans inside, like she could keep the pleasure all to herself.  
 
    Fuck that. Those moans belonged to me.  
 
    My fingers explored, sliding along the sweet spot where I sunk deep inside her. On the next stroke in, my finger followed, stretching her, filling her more. 
 
    Her eyes flew wide open. The wordless shape of her mouth and stuttered gasps were all I needed. She held my gaze as she arched up into me, chasing her release, racing me to the end. Again. 
 
    They say you can’t become an addict after just one hit. 
 
    They lie.  
 
    One night. One girl. And I could feel it deep in my bones. I was addicted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    3. THE PROMISE 
 
    July 30, 2016 
 
    MARRYING A STRANGER IN VEGAS NEVER GETS OLD by Harlow Ransom  
 
    Harlow Ransom can check one more thing off her bucket list now that she’s gotten married in Las Vegas. But first, she’ll have to add “spontaneous marriage to a stranger” on her bucket list. Perhaps she can just write it in under her previous goals of “Win a Pulitzer Prize” and “Become the next Anderson Cooper.” Ms. Ransom’s list has definitely gotten more diverse in the last twenty-four hours. She can probably even add topless, drunken, table dancing to the list as well. Who knows? Probably most of the people in the Bellagio, but not Harlow. Last night was a complete blur for her, and topless dancing was a definite possibility. There were a lot of other things that might have occurred that she’d prefer not to think about. 
 
    One thing is for sure, what happens in Vegas should stay in Vegas. Harlow woke up the morning after her twenty-first birthday to discover that she was wearing a wedding band she didn’t recognize, and was lying next to a nearly-naked man that she could only identify by first name. And with the crippling hangover she was suffering from, she was hard-pressed to remember even that much. 
 
    “Harlow has never really bent the rules,” said her sister Willow. “She’s that kid in your class that sits in the front row and raises her hand constantly because she knows the answer to every fucking question. She’s a goody-two-shoes through and through. I have no idea how this happened. It’s kind of nice to see she makes stupid choices just like the rest of us.” 
 
    “I’m kind of jealous,” her other sister Marlow admitted. “Her new husband is so freaking hot.” 
 
    When asked what she planned to do, Ms. Ransom was unable to answer the question and merely stared at the man passed out next to her. This reporter’s guess was that she was just trying to remember what her new last name was. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    That was my sorry story. Harlow Ransom, little miss perfect, had screwed up big time. 
 
    I’d been awake only long enough to discover my plight and imagine the scathing story that went along with it. According to my phone, it was almost three in the afternoon and I had about 943 text messages from my sisters and one from my dad.  
 
    I spared a brief glance at my left hand and the silver band on my ring finger. It looked so innocent. I spared another glance at the half-naked man lying on his stomach in the bed next to me. He was the exact opposite of innocent. At least, that’s what I assumed. Honestly, I didn’t know. The sheet barely covered his ass and if his clothing condition was anything like mine, a peek under that sheet might reveal even more than what I saw at Thunder Down Under last night.  
 
    I won’t lie. Despite my fucked-up situation, I was tempted to sneak a peek. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from the sexy mountain of muscles beside me to glance back at my phone, panic nearly paralyzing me as I flicked my finger across the screen to read the most recent group texts my sisters sent. 
 
    Willow: Your last text said you were going back to the room, but we just checked your room, and you’re not there! You didn’t sleep at our place last night, did you? 
 
    Marlow: Are you okay? 
 
    Marlow: Where the fuck are you? 
 
    Willow: If you don’t write back soon, I’m going to call the police. 
 
    Marlow: I won’t let her call the police, don’t worry. Your father would have a litter of kittens.  
 
    Marlow: Seriously, though. Text back, bitch. 
 
    Willow: I’m dialing 911 now. 
 
    Marlow: No she’s not, she’s drinking a Bloody Mary.  
 
    Marlow: Oh shit, she got pissy I told you that. Now she thinks you think she doesn’t care. She’s trying to dial now. I don’t know how long I can hold her down, Harlow. Get your ass back here. 
 
    Marlow: Fuck it. I broke a nail and she elbowed me in the tit. Never mind, I’m letting her call the police.  
 
    Willow: I’m not calling the police.  
 
    Willow: Yet.  
 
    Willow: And I didn’t elbow her tit. Her tits were in the way. You know how huge they are. 
 
    Marlow: True. My tits are fantastically huge. I can’t believe you left us at the club while you went and pulled an all-nighter skankfest. You suck.  
 
    Marlow: Unless you’re dead in a ditch somewhere. If that’s the case, I’m sorry you’re dead and I’m really sorry I threw up on your hoodie. You shouldn’t have left it in the bathroom. 
 
    Willow: Please tell us where you are. I’m worried.  
 
    Marlow: I’m worried too. I hope you aren’t in a ditch somewhere. I’d hate for skankfest, tit, and puke to be some of the last words I ever said to you. 
 
    Below that last message from Marlow was a text from my dad this morning. It was a picture of him holding a swaddled, infant version of me. His message said: I can’t believe this was twenty-one years ago. It feels like yesterday. Don’t forget to send in your internship applications. I’m so proud of you. 
 
    My heart flickered with guilt knowing how disappointed he’d be if he knew my current situation.  
 
    I needed to get out of here. 
 
    My head was killing me, and nausea hit me like a freight train the second I sat up. But nothing compared to the dread I felt looking at the ring on my finger and the unknown man beside me. What the fuck had I done last night? I remembered meeting the handsome guy at the Bellagio fountains, and I was fairly confident he said his name was Trace. I was hoping that’s who was in bed with me. Otherwise, things were even worse than I feared. Memories flashed of drinks with him and sweaty dancing, even naked skin…but the rest was lost to me. At some point after I started the forget-about-mom-enjoy-your-birthday tequila shots, I must have gotten seriously wasted and stupid. I couldn’t remember how the silver band got on my finger, or how I ended up in a bed that wasn’t mine with a man I didn’t know who was wearing a silver band too.  
 
    Everything was so…fuzzy. 
 
    This was so bad. 
 
    Part of me wanted to shake the man awake and demand an explanation, but the more pragmatic part of me didn’t want to know. I couldn’t allow myself to make mistakes like this and risk marring my reputation. Not if I wanted serious consideration for a good internship. Not if I wanted to land a real position in the journalism world one day. I had applications to fill out and classes to take, I didn’t have time to deal with drunken decisions and fake marriages. I wasn’t the crazy girl who chased guys and a good time. I wasn’t the bad girl who drank until she passed out. I was the girl who aced classes and killed the fucking bell curve. I was the good girl, and good girls didn’t sleep with strangers. They certainly didn’t marry strangers. Even panty-dropping, sexy ones.  
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. This was just a mistake. A misunderstanding. There was no way an actual marriage happened. Surely it was just a joke, and the sooner I got my ass back to my own room, the sooner I could forget last night ever happened. Whatever that entailed. This was just like the time Willow accidentally scraped the car in the parking spot next to us at the grocery store when she was backing up. There was just a little scratch and even though I told her to find the owner, she said he’d never notice. We left, and no one was the wiser. Except for my guilty conscience.  
 
    This situation was the same. It was just a little scratch and it needed to be abandoned and forgotten. Because there was no way anyone would perform a marriage for someone who was as drunk as I must have been last night. I would remember if it actually happened. This ring on my finger? It was probably bought in a souvenir shop as some kind of touristy joke. I mean, it’s not like I could get legitimately married overnight. I’d have to have a marriage certificate. I’d remember saying “I do.” Wouldn’t I? 
 
    Making up my mind, I slipped out of bed as quietly as possible, stepping on a used condom in my haste. My stomach lurched in disgust. Well, that was the one good sign so far. At least whatever I’d done had been safe. I reached down to peel the slimy latex off and tossed it in the trash can next to the desk. There were several other wrappers and used condoms already in the basket. That really made me want to vomit. Spurred on by the need to escape my mountain of mistakes, it only took me a few seconds to find most of my clothes and purse. I couldn’t locate my bra and decided it was a small casualty in the battle for my dignity. Desperate to get away from the evidence of my bad decisions, I was dressed and hurrying out the door in less than a minute. 
 
    I squinted my eyes against the sudden brightness and was surprised to realize that the hallway looked familiar. I was still in the Bellagio. I didn’t know if it was good or bad luck that the stranger’s room was in the same hotel as mine, but thankfully, my walk of shame would be short-lived. After a few stumbling attempts, I found the elevators and pressed the call button as I typed out a quick text to my sisters. 
 
    Me: I’m fine. I’ll be back in a few minutes. I’m already in the hotel. 
 
    Willow: Thank fuck. Where the hell were you? You do realize you’ve been missing for HOURS? We thought you were dead! 
 
    Me: Sorry. I’ll explain in a few.  
 
    Marlow: I can tell this is going to be good. 
 
    The elevator door opened, and as I got inside I pulled the ring off my finger, stuffing it deep in my purse. Out of sight, out of mind. It wasn’t even a real wedding ring anyway. As long as I never told anyone about waking up in a stranger’s room, it would be like last night never happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    4.  THE BLOCKHOUSE 
 
    August 5, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE IS BACK IN TRAINING, BUT WILL HE COMPETE? By National Sports Network 
 
    The Blockhouse training facility in Tahoe has welcomed back its most famous athlete and he plans to stay for the next three months. A spokesman confirmed that Trace Stone returned to his off-season training last week, and since then, The Blockhouse has been booked solid with young fans hoping to catch sight of their favorite superstar. This is his first formal training since his surgery this past winter. 
 
    “The Blockhouse is our main playground at the facility,” said Josh Barnes who is in charge of scheduling and rentals. “With resi pits, trampolines, ramps, and indoor skate parks within walking distance of the main chairlift for the Boreal Mountain Resort, our facility is the perfect place for athletes to work on new skills before taking them to the slopes. We offer great cross training options in the off-season. Trace has been using this facility for years, and he always draws a big crowd when he’s in residence even though he reserves The Blockhouse to train privately.” 
 
    Barnes declined to give any details about Stone’s workouts. There has been news, however, that Stone’s comeback is not going as well as hoped. 
 
    “He’s not tearing it up like usual,” admitted Seth Jones, one of the athletes training with Stone. “I don’t know if it’s his knee or his head, but he’s just not hitting it anymore.” When asked if he thinks Stone will be ready for the X-Games this winter, Jones replied, “If not, he can go with me as my coach.” 
 
    Are the rumors true? Are Trace Stone’s competitive days over? Is it time he considered a coaching position? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Time to retire and coach at twenty-one years old? Seth had better not even think about coming to The Blockhouse today. I will fucking crush that asshole. I knew he was capable of dick moves, but he’d never made one this epic before. 
 
    Tossing my workout bag to the side against the wall, I took a deep breath, the familiar smell of the room reminding me of some of my best memories. I’d had all of my important breakthroughs in The Blockhouse, and now I was facing some of my worst fears and biggest challenges. I no longer had any pain in my knee, but as this week of workouts had shown me, I wasn’t as good as I once was. And I didn’t know if I ever would be again.  
 
    It might help if I could get my head back in the game. That night in Vegas was supposed to be just a couple of drinks and maybe a little tongue wrestling with the pretty girl I met at the fountain. Instead, I woke up to a trash can full of used condoms, an abandoned bra (which I kept, of course), and a debilitating hangover that took all day to recuperate from. Oh, and let’s not forget the pesky problem of the wedding band on my finger and the lovely package from the wedding chapel I found on the desk—a marriage certificate and a shitload of pictures of my new wife and me. Harlow, the girl from the fountain, was the owner of the other name on the marriage certificate. My thumb ran along the back of my ring finger even though it was now naked. I’d taken the wedding band off after I found myself alone in the room the next morning, but I could still feel the ghost of it—a promise unfulfilled. 
 
    Now what was I supposed to do? Did she realize we were legally married? Did she care? Why did she leave without saying goodbye? And, if it had been her room I woke up in, would I have done the same and run off the first chance I got? I honestly didn’t know the answer. 
 
    Even though I wasn’t used to drinking, especially not as much as I had in Vegas, I still had vivid memories of everything that had gone on that night. Very vivid memories. Let’s just say that even though Harlow ran out on me before I woke up, she’d been a regular visitor to my dreams since that night. I’ll even admit she’d made a guest appearance or two in my showering ritual. I won’t even apologize for that.  
 
    I didn’t understand how I kept getting myself in situations like this. I’d always had an impulsive streak and an addiction to spontaneity, but those traits usually served me well on the mountain. Split-second decisions, committing to risks, surviving the tough spots—those were my strengths. That’s why I was so good at snowboarding. 
 
    However, whenever I let impulse and whim have free reign in my personal life, that’s when I made truly horrible decisions. Take Bridget for example. A careless hookup with the girl my brother introduced as one of his clients turned into a disaster when I found out later that she was his fiancée. They’d been keeping their engagement under wraps because of their work relationship. Unfortunately, that was about all Bridget kept under wraps. Before I knew she belonged to my brother, I asked her out and the night ended up with her dress on the floor and her naked body wrapped around me like she was some kind of fucking octopus.  
 
    Bridget and Harlow; my two biggest fuck-ups. The difference between them? A night with Bridget didn’t inspire a trash can full of used condoms. She was one and done. I guess Harlow was just special like that.  
 
    I rubbed my forehead as if I could rub the thoughts clean out of my mind. I needed to start my training and stop thinking about Harlow and the night in Vegas. This place left me frustrated enough as it was. No need to add a case of tent-pitching into the mix.  
 
    Plugging my iPod into the sound system, I cranked up the volume until the walls of the Blockhouse skate park were nearly shaking from the bass. Then I grabbed my practice board, determined to clear my head. I didn’t care what it took, I’d show the doubters that Trace Stone was ready for a comeback. And in the meantime, I’d get Harlow out of my system one way or another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    5. DAIRY, DAIRY, QUITE CONTRARY 
 
    August 28, 2016 
 
    RUNAWAY BRIDE By Harlow Ransom  
 
    Harlow Ransom has been having a streak of bad luck since returning from Vegas. She’s been home for a month, but she still hasn’t found an internship for the fall. Also, she discovered that her credit card had numerous charges that were made late on the night of her birthday and during the early hours of the day after. She’s had to dig deep into her savings to pay off the credit card bills which included the purchase of a men’s platinum wedding band, as well as $777 for an Elvis Pink Caddy Wedding Ceremony—whatever the hell that is. 
 
    At some point, she’ll have to tell her father the news about her inability to get an internship and she isn’t looking forward to his response. She also knows that she won’t be able to hide the fact that her savings account is seriously depleted. She might be in the clear if she can come up with a good excuse, she just needs time to figure out what it is. 
 
    “My dad never fails. He’s highly motivated, and once he sets his sights on a goal, he achieves it. That’s how he became the Commander of his own Navy SEAL team. I think the only thing he’s ever failed at was taming my mother. That’s probably why he expects so much from me,” Harlow said. “He doesn’t want to see me end up like her. I’m beginning to wonder if he might be too late.” 
 
    Despite her recent shortcomings and failures, Harlow is determined to move on from the disastrous one-night stand she had in Vegas. When asked about that night and how she was a modern-day runaway bride, she laughed, albeit nervously. “That night was so long ago, it’s like it never happened.” 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Classes would start in less than a week, and I wasn’t ready. I had no internship, and my savings account was dangerously close to receding to the double digits. My only hope was to work my ass off during the upcoming semester to pay off my debt and hope that I could scrounge up an acceptable internship for the spring.  
 
    In the meantime, I’d been putting in as many hours as possible at The Dairy, a job I’d had since my freshman year. The ice cream there was so amazing it should be illegal. Seriously. I had the best job on campus.  
 
    “Harlow, can you handle it out front here on your own?” Betty asked. “I’ve got to do some paperwork in the back.” 
 
    “Sure.” I settled in next to the register, sliding my Kindle onto the counter so I could read. We’d just opened up, and it was only ten in the morning. Sweet tooth urges didn’t normally strike until lunch time. The mornings were always slow as a result, aside from the occasional coffee order. 
 
    “Are you open?” 
 
    Startled, I glanced up from my Kindle to find the object of my interruption. I was pretty sure my heart dropped clear down to my knees when I recognized the person standing on the other side of the counter. I could feel my mouth opening and closing like there were words coming out, but all that I heard was complete silence. 
 
    In front of me stood one of the most attractive guys I’d ever seen in my life. The guy I met in Vegas. A guy I never expected to see again. How was it possible that he was here, thousands of miles from where we met? It had been a month since I’d seen him, and to be honest, my memories of him hadn’t done reality justice. Maybe it was my alcohol addled recollections, but I didn’t remember him being so freaking gorgeous. His dark hair stuck up haphazardly and was dyed blue at the tips. His eyes were a golden color, freezing me in place like he had some sort of mind-melding super powers. Tan skin, a scar on his chin, and a half-smile completed the package.  
 
    Trace. That was his name.  
 
    I think. 
 
    And he was the last person I expected, or wanted, to be standing in front of me. It had been weeks, and I was finally starting to breathe easily and forget about the morning after my birthday. What is he doing here?  
 
    “Can I help you?” I finally managed to ask. 
 
    “That depends,” Trace answered. “But I’m hoping you can.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need to talk to my wife.” 
 
    Holy fuck. Did my heart just explode? I was pretty sure it did. I gripped the edge of the counter as what was left of my heart hammered against my ribs. I never expected Trace to come looking for me, and I had no idea how to make him go away. I looked behind me quickly to make sure Betty wasn’t within hearing distance.  
 
    “I think you have the wrong person,” I gritted out between my teeth. 
 
    The smile that creased his lips was nothing short of naughty. “You want to do this the hard way?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I’m looking for my wife, Harlow Ransom. That’s you.” He pointed at me. 
 
    I stood up a little straighter, as if that could somehow deflect his words. “That’s my name, but I’m not your wife.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” he replied, putting his left hand on the counter where I could see a silver band shining reproachfully from his ring finger. “I have a piece of paper that says you are. And if that’s not enough for you, we can go ahead and do the whole Cinderella glass slipper thing just to be sure it’s the right fit.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. There had to be some way to make him go away. Forever. 
 
    Trace reached behind his back, sliding a messenger bag across his chest. He lifted the flap and reached inside. When he pulled out his hand, my missing bra was dangling from his fingertip. “Do you want to try it on to be sure? Because I’m fine with that, I don’t mind watching. I can guarantee you it’s a perfect fit, though. No matter how much I drank that night, my memory isn’t that bad.” 
 
    “Harlow, honey, have you seen the invoice for the cold beverages?” I heard Betty ask as she approached from the back. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed the bra from Trace and stuffed it into a to-go bag before Betty could see it. Trace’s smile was gloriously satisfied.  
 
    “Oh,” Betty said in surprise when she came through the store room door. “I didn’t realize we had a customer.” 
 
    “I’m almost done,” I told her. “I’ll come back and get the invoice for you once I get his ice cream.” I maneuvered behind the glass case, fumbling around until I managed to force my shaking hands to get a cone. 
 
    Betty looked at Trace with an odd expression. “Ice cream this early, dear?” 
 
    “I couldn’t wait any longer, ma’am,” he replied. “I’ve been craving this for weeks.” 
 
    Betty nodded knowingly. “It isn’t the best in the state for nothing. What flavor did you get?” Betty always wanted to know what flavor people chose. 
 
    Trace looked at me, and I answered for him. “Fear the Turtle,” I said. I grabbed a scooper and started viciously digging out scoops of the white chocolate ice cream.  
 
    “One of my favorites,” Betty sighed. “I love pecans and caramel.” She returned to the office in the back, and I shoved the cone across the glass case toward Trace. There were three enormous scoops of ice cream balanced precariously on top of one another. 
 
    “Fear the Turtle?” 
 
    “You have to go. I’m working.” 
 
    “Actually, you were reading. I can’t believe they pay you to read.” He shook his head like he was embarrassed for me. 
 
    I glared at him as he licked along the edge of the cone, flattening his tongue along the melting cream. His lips closed around the soft mound and captured the renegade drips as he sucked them into his mouth. My memory was suddenly bombarded with visions of his head between my legs as his tongue slid along my skin in the exact same way. I tried to ignore the way the muscles in my pelvis clenched. Trace’s eyes darkened, and he continued to lick the ice cream as if he knew what he was doing to me. I crossed my arms in defiance. I didn’t care how sexy he was or how my body begged for a repeat of our night in Vegas. Trace had to go. His presence could bring nothing but trouble. 
 
    “Harlow,” Betty called from the back. “Almost done?” 
 
    “Coming,” I called back to her before turning to face Trace again.  
 
    “I can make that happen,” he offered. 
 
    I furrowed my eyebrows in confusion. 
 
    “Make you come,” he explained.  
 
    Oh my God. His tongue was nearly fucking the ice cream cone. And my down under was starting to beg for a little thunder. 
 
    “It’s on the house,” I said, nodding at his treat. “Please don’t come back.” 
 
    “You can’t buy me off with ice cream no matter how fucking good it is, Cricket.” 
 
    Cricket? 
 
    “We’ve got unfinished business,” he added. He reached across the counter and snatched the paper bag with my bra inside, shoving it into his messenger bag before I could stop him. “I’ll see you around.” And with that, he walked off, devouring the ice cream like he devoured me on the night of my birthday.  
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    6.  SNOW BOOTS FOR SCHOOL BOOKS 
 
    August 30, 2016 
 
    IS TRACE STONE TRADING IN HIS SNOW BOOTS FOR SCHOOL BOOKS? By National Sports Network   
 
    Rumor has it that Trace Stone has abandoned his off-season training at the Blockhouse facility in Tahoe, and that he’s returned to the East Coast. He couldn’t be reached for comment, but there has been gossip that he’s been sighted around his hometown of Cockeysville, Maryland. The question is, why? Stone grew up in Maryland where his parents still live, but he hasn’t been a resident there since he started competing in the X-Games four years ago.  
 
    Jamie Brooks, a fellow snowboarder, gave a possible explanation. “I overheard him telling Josh, the manager at The Blockhouse, that he was going to take a break from training for a while. He mentioned that he might go to college or something.” 
 
    Stone has never kept it a secret that he’s been taking online courses while he trains and travels, but is it possible he decided to leave snowboarding to finish his education at an actual university? And if so, where would he choose to go? Fans that attend schools near ski resorts just might get a nice surprise this semester when they discover Trace Stone sitting at a desk next to them. 
 
    “I don’t know why he’d bother with school,” said Seth Jones, another fellow snowboarder. “His family is rich. He’ll never have to work a day in his life. If I were him, I’d be spending all my time shreddin’ the gnar, bro.” 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe I was friends with guys like Jamie and Seth. Total douche bags. Thankfully, I never confided in them, so they had no idea what my plans actually were. Otherwise, they would have sold every secret I had to the media for the five minutes of fame they couldn’t earn on their snowboards. That was the last thing I needed—two disloyal dickwads and a media frenzy fucking everything up. It already sucked major donkey ass that I’d been recognized in my hometown. It was only a matter of time until my anonymity on the UMD campus was a thing of the past, too. I had to put off discovery as long as possible because that kind of attention would hinder my plan. Hence the need for a baseball cap, sunglasses, and large classrooms where there was no possibility of my name being called out for a roll call.  
 
    There was a time not so long ago when I craved the limelight. Things had certainly changed since my accident. The irony wasn’t lost on me that I was getting plenty of attention, only I didn’t want it now. I didn’t crave the limelight anymore. What I craved was the company of a certain girl who made it clear she craved my complete and total non-existence. And I honestly had no idea why she felt that way. I might have gotten pretty drunk the night we met, but I remembered plenty about our time together, and I couldn’t think of a single thing that would have caused her to run off and not even address the fact that she was wearing my wedding band. 
 
    It had only taken a few weeks of disastrous training in Tahoe to realize that I needed to make a change. My knee felt like a million bucks, but no matter how many hours I spent in the gym, my brain was a couple thousand miles away wondering about my runaway Juliet. I had no focus for training, and I couldn’t figure out what was wrong. In the back of my mind, I worried that no matter how good it felt, maybe my knee wasn’t strong enough. Every time I threw a trick, there was that small worry that my body might betray me again. I never used to have that fear before. The uncertainty was a constant buzz in my head, and I knew it was stupid to force things I wasn’t ready for. If I tried to make something happen that I wasn’t fully invested in, I’d just get hurt again. 
 
    Maybe I just needed some time off to get my head in the right place. Maybe I needed a change of scenery so the yearning for boarding would return. Or maybe I just needed to see Harlow and get some closure on the fucked up situation that was our one night together. In the meantime, I could spend the next couple of months knocking out a couple of classes at UMD. I was close to earning a degree anyway, why not take advantage of some time off while I was figuring things out? Hardcore training clearly wasn’t an option for me right now, but studying was. 
 
    So I followed her to Maryland to get some answers. And some focus. And maybe a little perspective. 
 
    Yesterday was the first day of classes, and I was on my way to the one class on my schedule that I was really looking forward to. It was the only class I’d managed to get into that Harlow was taking. Maybe it was wrong that I used my father’s connections to find out what her schedule was, but I knew she’d never tell me on her own. And since she was avoiding me, I had to find ways to make sure our paths crossed. Creepy? Maybe. Necessary? Absolutely. We were legally married, and we had to decide what we were going to do. That couldn’t happen if she was determined to avoid me. 
 
    And what was with all the hostility she had for me? I know for a fact that she had a good time dancing with me at the club...and then more fun in my bed...and the shower...and the window ledge that overlooked her beloved fountains. That night was pretty fucking amazing, and no amount of hangover haze was going to make me forget that. But something happened to change her feelings the next day, and unfortunately, she wouldn’t tell me what that something was. I couldn’t fix something when I didn’t know what the problem was. 
 
    If she hated me as much as she acted like she did, then she should be jumping at the chance to talk to me and get an annulment to our marriage.  
 
    So the question was, why was she avoiding me? 
 
    I entered the School of Public Health building. I found the lecture hall and did a quick scan of the room, easily finding Harlow in the front row. Some of the students who were already seated had laptops out—supposedly for note taking—but Harlow had a notebook and pen on the desk in front of her. There was something innocent and unassuming about the simplicity of it that I liked. There was an empty seat next to her, and I jogged down the stairs to claim it as my own. I sat next to her, dropping my backpack at my feet. Her attention was focused on the notebook in front of her, and just like in Vegas, she didn’t look up to see who had moved so close to her personal space. I glanced over to see what she was writing. 
 
      
 
    1. Proofread article for Diamondback 
 
    2. Pick up food for Couch Cat 
 
    3. Buy a new bra 
 
    4. Mail out new p—— 
 
      
 
    “Who is Couch Cat?” I interrupted, her pen leaving a long scratch across the paper where the next letter should have been. 
 
    Her eyes were slow to find me, almost as if she wished what she was hearing was a mistake. Harlow stared at me in disbelief. “What are you doing here?” she hissed. 
 
    “Taking HLTH 377, Human Sexuality, with the infamous Dr. Robin Sawyer. I needed an elective course, and this looked like a fun one.” 
 
    “You’re taking this class?” Her eyes were wide in disbelief. 
 
    “Yup. Isn’t it lucky we’re both in it?” I grinned. “What are the chances?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “I doubt luck had anything to do with it.”  
 
    “We can be study partners,” I suggested, ignoring her comment about luck. “You know, since we’ve already had sex and everything.” 
 
    A look of panic flashed across her face and her mouth hung open. 
 
    “So…yes on the study partner thing? Because I have some great ideas—” 
 
    “Not happening,” she snapped. “In fact, I’m probably going to transfer to a different class.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Harlow. There is a wait list 150 people deep for this class,” I pointed out. “And there are only 120 seats in the room. This is the most popular class on campus.” 
 
    “So?” Harlow was not impressed, and I could see her scanning the room, determining the closest exit. 
 
    “This is the class everyone wants to take. It’d be wrong not to take advantage of the fact that you already have a spot in it.” I leaned onto my desk so that I invaded her personal space even more. She didn’t back away. 
 
    “What’s wrong is that you are somehow in this class.” She jammed her finger into my chest. “And sitting next to me.” 
 
    “Ouch, Cricket. What did I do to you?” I rubbed my chest and gave her a wounded look. 
 
    Her gaze met mine again. “You know exactly what you did to me.” Her eyes dropped to my hands to see that I was still wearing the wedding band. I wasn’t quite sure why I had put it back on. 
 
    “I certainly didn’t do it alone,” I argued. I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my mouth. 
 
    Harlow took a deep breath in and then let it out slowly. “This is why we can’t be in a class together,” she said, leaning over to get her backpack. She started to put her notebook inside.  
 
    I reached over and grabbed her arm to stop her. “What are you doing? You can’t leave.” 
 
    “Watch me.” She pulled her arm out of my grip. 
 
    “You’ll miss all the free porn. The professor uses it in class.” 
 
    She looked at me again and paused a minute to consider what I said. “No, he doesn’t.” 
 
    “The class is called Human Sexuality, and he shows videos. What else would you call them?” I challenged. 
 
    “And is that supposed to make me want to stay? I don’t even want to be in a regular class with you let alone one about sex.” 
 
    I still hadn’t figured out what changed in her attitude since Vegas to make her dislike me so much, but to be honest, I was kind of digging the challenge.  
 
    “If you stay, I’ll give back what you left in my hotel room.” 
 
    Her mouth pursed as she bit the inside of her bottom lip, weighing the desire to get her bra back against the desire to get as far away from me as possible. It may be just a bra, but sitting through a class was a small price to pay to get back a piece of clothing that would probably cost her $40 to replace. 
 
    “I’m not going to go through an entire semester of a class just to get my bra back,” she finally said. 
 
    “Stay for today and it’s yours,” I bargained. 
 
    Dr. Sawyer entered the room, and the chattering all around us abruptly faded. 
 
    “Fine,” Harlow agreed, realizing that leaving the class now would cause a scene. “But I’m transferring out, and you better not follow me.” 
 
    She sat back in her seat and glared toward the front of the room as class started. 
 
    Sitting next to an angry Harlow Ransom was like standing at the top of a mountain. A steep and dangerous slope with so many possibilities, so many ways to wipe out, so many ways to catch a thrill. Who knew what kind of ride it would be? 
 
    I grinned. I did love a good challenge.  
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    7. IT’S OFFICIAL 
 
    August 30, 2016 
 
    THE SIN CITY CAT By Harlow Ransom   
 
    When Harlow Ransom screws up, she goes all out. Her motto? Go big or go home. Harlow doesn’t make trivial mistakes that can be easily swept under the rug of life. She makes epic blunders that promise to destroy her plans for the future. Why just botch an opportunity when she can completely shatter her dreams? A sham Vegas wedding coupled with a night of kinky sex with a stranger? That’s certainly not the kind of behavior employers expect of reputable journalists, and it’s not the kind of behavior that would gain her father’s approval.  
 
    Her only hope is that no one ever finds out.  
 
    So far Harlow’s done a good job of keeping the situation very hush-hush. Unfortunately, her sisters, Willow and Marlow, know that something strange happened the night of Harlow’s birthday, and they are talented at information gathering. It’s only a matter of time until the Sin City cat claws its way out of the bag revealing all of Harlow’s dirty secrets. 
 
    “If I could relive that night and just head back to my room after I watched the fountains, I’d do it in a heartbeat,” Harlow said. “I wish I’d never met Trace.” 
 
    She sounds genuine, but this reporter isn’t buying it. If Harlow is so eager to change what happened that night, why is she constantly dreaming about what happened, reliving each naughty moment as often as possible? 
 
    “I do not relive those moments,” Harlow argued. “I think about that night a lot because it was a mistake and I’m embarrassed by it.” 
 
    Sorry, Harlow, but we’re not convinced. There’s no way that flush on your cheeks is from embarrassment—that’s the glow of a woman who remembers sexual satisfaction. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Trace had a smug look on his face when class ended. 
 
    “That was worth it, wasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    My cheeks hurt from laughing so much. Now I could understand why the class was so popular. The professor was hilarious. It was an amazing class, and I was going to be sad to have to let it go, but I had to. I didn’t want to be in a class with Trace. I didn’t want to be in anything with him. 
 
    “Come on,” Trace said when I didn’t answer right away. “I saw you laughing. You loved it.” 
 
    I shrugged as I stuffed my things into my backpack. “Maybe,” I conceded.  
 
    I stood to leave, and Trace was right in front of me. He was so close that I bumped into him. After an hour and fifteen minutes of listening to a lecture about sex, touching Trace, even accidentally, brought back vivid memories of the night we spent together. Slick bodies, tangled limbs, lips burning a path across bare skin. Brushing my hand across my forehead, I took a step back to remind myself to let those memories go. 
 
    “Want to go have lunch with me?” Trace asked. 
 
    “Look, Trace...” 
 
    “She remembers my name!” he interrupted me. “That’s a step in the right direction.” 
 
    I shifted from foot to foot. I hated being rude, but I didn’t know what else to do. I wasn’t used to making mistakes, and it seemed the more I pushed him away, the harder he held on. “I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but I can’t go to lunch with you. I’m sorry, but there can’t be anything between us.” I hated that he was so charming. But charming was a distraction. Charming made me do stupid things that could totally derail my life. Maybe I already had. 
 
    “I like it when there isn’t anything between us. As I remember, you liked it, too.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Seriously? Act like an adult.” 
 
    “You mean like a married adult? Been doing that for a month, and I’m pretty good at it,” he said, holding up his hand. 
 
    I grabbed his wrist and shoved it back down where no one could see the ring he wore, although I don’t know why I did. It’s not like anyone was paying attention to us, or that they would know I was the one who put the ring there. Or that they would give a shit that I had.  
 
    “Cut it out. It was a funny joke in Vegas, but you have to let it go,” I scolded him. “It’s weird enough that we go to the same school. I mean, like really weird. But coming to my work and taking the same class as me...quite frankly, it’s starting to freak me out.” 
 
    “Our marriage is no joke, Cricket,” he said, pulling an envelope out of his messenger bag. “In fact, it’s pretty official if you ask me. Here’s your copy.” He shoved it into my hand, and I took a moment to open it and read the paper inside.  
 
      
 
    This is to certify that the undersigned Justice Nathaniel Burke 
 
     did on the 29th day of July, 2016 join in lawful wedlock 
 
     Tracey Lawrence Stone of Cockeysville, Maryland  
 
    and Harlow Ethel Ransom of Berkley, California  
 
    with their mutual consent, in the presence of Joe Esponito  
 
    and Martin Lacker who were witnesses. 
 
      
 
    It was an official-looking marriage certificate that was even signed and notarized. There was a flickering of déja vu when I read the words, but since I didn’t even remember signing the paper, I wasn’t sure what seemed so familiar to me.  
 
    “Sorry about your middle name.” Trace grinned. 
 
    “Sorry about your first and middle name,” I retorted. 
 
    “Touché.” He laughed, and I tried to give the paper back to him. “No, keep it,” Trace said. “I have the original.” 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed. “Why would you bother keeping it?” 
 
    “Throwing it away doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But you don’t seem like the kind of guy to scrapbook about stupid stuff like bogus weddings in Vegas.” 
 
    Trace tilted his head to look at me. The room was empty, and we were in the lecture hall all alone. “You do realize that we are legally married, right?” 
 
    A bark of laughter escaped and I expected Trace to join in, but he didn’t. “No, we’re not. Vegas weddings are just a sham. Getting married in Vegas is just some ridiculously stupid stunt that tourists do. It’s not real, we just met each other that night. You can’t get legally married to a stranger in less than twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Are you serious? You don’t remember much, do you?” 
 
    “I remember plenty,” I countered indignantly.  
 
    “Do you remember celebrating your birthday with dancing and drinking with me at the bar?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said in a way that told him even though I wasn’t rolling my eyes, I wanted to. “And I also remember every time I tried to say goodnight to you and leave, you asked me to marry you so I’d feel guilty and stay for another drink.” I bit back a smile at the memory. It had been cute and endearing at the time, but I wasn’t going to let him know that. I didn’t want to give him a reason to think I was interested in him. Even if a tiny part of me was. That tiny party was a danger to my future and had to be kicked out of the proverbial bed.  
 
    “I didn’t force you to stay. You wanted to. You just needed a good reason,” he volleyed back. He crossed his arms, and a smirk lifted his mouth in annoying confidence. 
 
    He was right. I had enjoyed the flirting game immensely. At the time, it had been obvious we were attracted to each other, but it had been more fun to succumb to those attractions when a game was involved. I liked when he begged me to stay.  
 
    “Just because I enjoyed hanging out with you, it doesn’t mean I wanted to marry you,” I told him. 
 
    “You wanted to do a lot of things with me. Don’t you remember helping me go through an entire box of condoms?” The look he gave me was all fire and heat. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at that. That was something I remembered clearly, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of admitting it. Or that the look he was currently giving me was igniting a ball of desire in me that was getting too strong to ignore. The fact that he was throwing all of my bad decisions in my face and simultaneously turning me on was starting to really piss me off. I didn’t like that I started to feel so out of control around him. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, he asked, “Do you remember that you asked me to marry you so you wouldn’t have to go back to your room when the sun came up?”  
 
    “I did no such thing,” I snapped. I might have done a lot of things that night, but I never...” 
 
    He stepped closer, and I had to look up to meet his gaze. I refused to back down. 
 
    “You most certainly did. Don’t you remember going to get our marriage license as soon as the office opened at 8 a.m. the next morning?” 
 
    I shook my head slowly even though as he said it, it seemed hazily familiar. Picking through the jumbled drunken memories to try to piece things together was like walking uphill in waist-deep mud. 
 
    “We were the first ones in line, and then we got married in a ceremony that you insisted on paying for.” He uncrossed his arms so that he could tap the end of my nose with his finger.  
 
    Fucking patronizing asshole. I had the urge to bite his finger off. He tilted his head as if expecting me to answer and I narrowed my eyes at him. I surely didn’t remember insisting on paying for a wedding. Even drunk, I would have known I couldn’t have afforded it.  
 
    “You do remember the wedding, right? Surely you’ve at least seen the bill for that. I still have all of the pictures you left in my room.” 
 
    I might not remember whose idea it was to get married, but I’d seen the bill. And that reminder didn’t feel any better now than when I discovered the purchase receipt in my purse the next day. The thought I’d had then was that fake weddings were ridiculously expensive. I didn’t know what to think now. 
 
    “Whether you want to admit it or not, Harlow, this is real.” Trace held up his hand again, the silver of his ring glinting in the light at me. “You can’t run from this forever.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I was going to puke. I stumbled back toward my chair, desperate to sit down. I knew what I’d done was bad. Having sex with a stranger wasn’t safe and spending over $1,000 while drunk was stupid. I knew that my father would shit a brick if he found out about either of those things, but I never actually believed that Vegas weddings were legal. Really. How could two complete strangers who had known each other for less than a day get married?  
 
    Marlow always said I was naive. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Trace’s voice lost its accusing tone, and he grabbed my elbow and helped me sit down in the chair. 
 
    “It’s real?” I stammered as my forehead fell into my palms. 
 
    “Yeah.” He sat down next to me, rubbing my back with his hand. I wanted to hate myself for enjoying his touch, but apparently my body was a fucking idiot, which, coincidentally, was what had gotten me into this ridiculous situation in the first place.  
 
    Stupid body that was attracted to stupid, sexy, charming boys. 
 
    “Why would we do something so foolish?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess it made sense at the time.” His lips lifted up into a smile on one side, and he looked so sweet. I could almost understand why drunk Harlow had been such a moron. Sober Harlow could feel the irresistible pull to him, too. 
 
    Both Harlows were clearly idiots. 
 
    I glared at him. I might have gotten myself into this mess, but it could be undone. It had to be. “Made sense? We were drunk! They should never have let us do that.” 
 
    Trace shrugged. “We’re adults. It’s none of their business.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, sitting up straighter and gathering my confidence. “We’ll just get it annulled.” 
 
    “We could,” Trace agreed, “but what’s the rush? We had a great time in Vegas, so maybe we just hang out and see how things go.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I hissed. “I don’t care how good-looking you are or how talented you are in the sack, we can’t stay married.” 
 
    A cocky smile spread across his face. “Ah. So you do like my dick. I knew it.” 
 
    I rubbed my temple, angry at myself for feeding his ego. “Of course, that’s what you would hear. You’re missing my point, Trace. I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “That’s why I invited you to lunch, to get to know you. And I knew you thought I was good-looking,” he added triumphantly. 
 
    I groaned in frustration, clutching my fists. “You don’t understand. My father will kill me if he finds out I married a stranger in Vegas!” I slammed my palms against the desktop to make my point. 
 
    He pushed away from the desk to stand up. “Settle down, Harlow. It’s not like you’re peddling drugs. It’s marriage.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way he stared down at me, as if I was just a child. I stood, too, and was annoyed to find I still had to tilt my head back to look up at him.  
 
    Stupid, tall, sexy, charming boy.  
 
    “It’s great that you think this is all a huge joke, but I take marriage seriously.” I flattened my palm against my chest. My mother was the one who played at being a wife. My mother was the fuck up of marriage. I’d seen what that had done to my father. I refused to be like my mother. 
 
    He frowned. “Do you think I’m joking?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know what to think, Trace. All I know is that this,” I said, motioning between us, “doesn’t fit into my future. I’ve worked hard for my degree, and I have plans that don’t include a meaningless marriage to a guy I met in Vegas. If we get it annulled, it’ll be like it never happened.” I swiped my hand in the air between us as if I could erase what we’d done. “When I apply for positions after graduation, I don’t want this mistake hanging over me. I just want it to disappear.” 
 
    A look of hurt flashed across Trace’s face, and I felt slightly guilty for being so rude. But mostly, I felt terrified. I had to make this go away before my father found out about it, and I definitely had to make it disappear before it became a permanent mark on my reputation. 
 
    “Didn’t you know all the best things are unplanned?” Trace asked, bitterly. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head vehemently. “My life is very planned, and I like it that way. That’s what’s best for me.” 
 
    “That’s not what you said on your birthday. Besides, things don’t always go as planned.” He pressed his lips together, and I wondered what caused the look of frustration on his face. “Trust me, I’m an expert on that. Sometimes the best things in life are the things we didn’t expect. Maybe this happened to us for a reason.” Trace bent over to pick up his messenger bag and slung it over his shoulder. I tried not to notice how the muscles on his arms tensed and rippled with the motion. And I really tried not to get turned on by how much I liked looking at him. 
 
    Stupid, muscular, tall, sexy, charming boy. Just stupid. 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Or maybe it happened because we were too drunk to make rational decisions.” 
 
    “Rational is boring. Passionate is so much better, don’t you agree?” He gave me a smoldering look that made my down under sit up and take notice. She remembered that look and what it promised. “I think it would do us both some good to get to know each other. To go out on a date that we’ll both remember,” Trace suggested. His face was so beautiful and his offer so sincere that I was tempted to agree. But I didn’t. I didn’t have time for boys, hot or not. I couldn’t risk my future just to entertain myself in the present.  
 
    “I want an annulment, and you’re going to give it to me,” I demanded. 
 
    Trace’s posture stiffened, his face losing all the warmth it had just moments before. “You know what, Cricket? I don’t think I will. We both agreed to start this, but I’m not agreeing to end it. Not now.” He reached into his messenger bag to pull out the paper bag from the dairy and tossed it to me. “Don’t get attached to that,” he said, nodding to the bag. “I wouldn’t mind seeing it on my bedroom floor again.” 
 
    He gave me a grin that seemed forced and then turned to jog up the steps, leaving me staring after him with a certificate of marriage crumpled tightly in my fist and my lost bra clutched against my chest. I sat down, pulled my notebook out of my backpack, and opened it back up to my to-do list. I crossed off item three, finished item number four, and added a fifth one. 
 
      
 
    1. Proofread article for Diamondback 
 
    2. Pick up food for Couch Cat 
 
    3. Buy a new bra 
 
    4. Mail out new paperwork for internships 
 
    5. Get my marriage annulled 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    8. DEALS WITH THE DEVIL 
 
      
 
    September 12, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE HAS STILL GOT IT By GossipGrind.com   
 
    Trace Stone, X-Games snowboarder, hasn’t been seen on the slopes or at any training facilities lately, but you can still see him in just about every major city. The new Got Milk campaign just hit the streets, and so have his adoring fans. With nothing but his snowboard and a milk mustache, Trace Stone has bared all in the new ad which can be seen on many city buses and on a huge billboard in Times Square. Magazines featuring the ad are flying off the shelves. However, the question on everyone’s mind is, how long do we have to wait until we see Trace himself flying down the slope in all his glory again? Are gratuitous images all he has left to offer, or does he have any tricks left on that snowboard? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
     “Hey, asshole. I heard you were on the East Coast.”  
 
    I grinned, glad to hear normalcy in my brother’s voice again. “Yeah. I signed up for some classes at UMD this semester. I’m taking a break. ” 
 
    There was a long pause, and I wondered if Huck had hung up. 
 
    “Taking a break from boarding?” he finally asked. “Wasn’t that what the four months after surgery were for?” 
 
    I hiked my messenger bag higher on my chest and pulled the brim of my baseball hat over my eyes as I passed a group of guys skateboarding down the steps of the Comcast Center. “No, that was recovery. This is a break. Kind of.” 
 
    His laugh was a mix of incredulity and confusion. “You just started training again in August, how could you need a break already? I thought you wanted to go to the Olympics.” 
 
    “I did.” I looked both ways before stepping out into the crosswalk. Switching the phone to my other ear, I corrected myself. “I do. I just…right now I need to take some classes. It’s only four more months. I can work out at the gym and build up my strength, and there are some great mountain biking trails that are close. Besides, Woodward is only a few hours away. I can do cross-training at the Gear and Grind skate park on the weekends if I want to. I’m still training, I’m just taking classes, too.” There was another moment of silence, and I felt the need to fill it when Huck didn’t say anything. “Training wasn’t going well out west. My head wasn’t in the right place, and I needed to switch things up. This is important, too.” I just hadn’t known that for sure until this summer. “When I got hurt, I realized that if I lost snowboarding, I didn’t have anything else. My medals are my only accomplishments.” 
 
    Huck cleared his throat. “They aren’t your only accomplishments.” He said it like it almost pained him to admit something positive about me. 
 
    I clenched my jaw. “If I’m not Trace Stone, X-Games medalist, then what am I? There’s nothing else.” 
 
    “Oh, cry me a river.” Huck was irritated. “You’re worse than a kicked puppy. So you got hurt and you’re going to have to work hard to get back to where you were. No one said it was going to be easy, and if it were, it wouldn’t be worth it anyway.” 
 
    True. 
 
    Huck had always been there to give me a kick in the pants when I needed it. Sometimes literally. I was glad things were getting back to normal between us again. I should probably thank Cat for that. No better way for my brother to forget that his fiancée cheated on him with me than to fall in love with a wildcat like Cate Maverick. She made him forget every girl that had come before her. I was surprised to find I was jealous of him. Of what he had with her.  
 
    “You’ve never liked easy,” he said when I didn’t respond. 
 
    “What are you, a fortune cookie?” I laughed. 
 
    “Fuck you, Lawrence.” 
 
    “Right back at ya, Huxley,” I countered.  
 
    Yeah, we got screwed on the middle names. Although, he chose to embrace his, going by Huck instead of his first name, William. 
 
    Huck laughed. “Anyway. The reason I was calling is that Cat and I are coming home this weekend for a visit. Jay’s redoing Mom’s living room and needs to do a consult with her. She got all excited and promised to treat him to his first crab feast. He’s dragging us along to protect him from what he calls the steamed ocean roaches. So…you gonna show up?” 
 
    Jay was Cat’s best friend, and by default, I think he was one of Huck’s, too. He was an interior designer in LA where Cat, Huck, and he all lived. My mom had sort of fallen in love with Jay when he came home with Huck last Christmas. I think Jay had fallen in love with Denton, the son of a family friend, at our annual holiday party. Jay needed reasons to come back to the East Coast to see Denton, and my mom was only too happy to put him to work when he visited. Half of her house had already been redecorated thanks to Jay. If you asked me, she had a serious crush on him. It didn’t matter that she was married or that he was gay. 
 
    “Saturday or Sunday?” I asked.  
 
    “Saturday. We’re taking a train up to Manhattan on Sunday so I can visit Jake. I haven’t seen him since Aunt Jeanie died. I’m taking Cat and Jay to an O’s game on Friday. We’re using Dad’s season tickets if you want to join us.” 
 
    I huffed out a laugh. “Cat likes baseball?” Cat was punk rock. She liked the skate park, graffiti, and pushing boundaries. I couldn’t imagine her, or her snarky wit, sitting through a four-hour baseball game. Especially for the Orioles, who usually lost. 
 
    “It’s how I won a first date with her,” Huck said. “She likes the underdog.” 
 
    I took a set of steps two-at-a-time as I rounded the back of the building. I usually took the back ways to all of my classes. I knew my baseball hats weren’t much of a disguise, and I didn’t want to deal with being recognized. Maryland was a big campus, but still, blue-tipped hair and a mug that was part of the current Got Milk campaign were hard to hide, so back ways it was. 
 
    “Underdog? That makes no goddamn sense, and I seriously hope that’s not some fucked up sexual innuendo. Your girl is hot as fuck, but keep that shit to yourself. I don’t want to think about your bare ass under anything.” 
 
    Huck ignored me. “So are you coming or what? Mom needs to know how many crabs to order.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll be there.” As I pulled open the door to enter the School of Public Health, a thought occurred to me. “Can I bring a date?” 
 
    “You really want to subject some poor girl to Mom?” Huck chuckled. So far, the only person either of us had brought home who was able pass our mother’s judgment with flying colors was Jay. And he was dating either of us. 
 
    “I’ll risk it,” I told him. 
 
    “If you say so. Bring whoever you want. But I’m just warning you, Mom’s not the only problem. I don’t put a leash on Cat. Make sure your date has tough skin.” 
 
    “Cat’s not as scary as you think, bro. See you Saturday.” I hung up and put my phone in my back pocket. If Harlow stood up to Cat half as well as she did to me, she’d be fine. The only problem was that I’d have to convince Harlow to come with me. 
 
    I entered the classroom and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw her seated up front. She still hadn’t managed to change her class and, at this point, it was probably too late, anyway. It had been several weeks since the first day of the semester, and although I sat next to her each time, we hadn’t spoken about her leaving again except for the second day when I’d asked her why she was still attending. Apparently, she couldn’t find anything else that fit into her schedule. I liked to believe it was because she didn’t want to.  
 
    Slowly but surely, the ice was melting between us. She still wasn’t happy to see me most days, but I could usually coax a few smiles out of her by the end of class. Whether or not she wanted to admit it, she was attracted to me, and it was getting harder for her to act immune to it. She had yet to accept one of my lunch date invitations, but it took her longer to say no each time. 
 
    She hadn’t brought up the subject of dissolving the marriage again, but I figured it was only a matter of time. She was a journalism major. Maybe she was researching her options. Or maybe she was back to pretending it never happened. Either way, I was happy to avoid that particular argument. 
 
    Once again, she had her notebook out and was already writing in it. If I had to guess, she was making another one of her damn lists. I’d never seen anyone with their days so brutally planned out. Even though I’d always had a vision for my future, it had been more relaxed. Maybe that was the lifestyle of being a snowboarder, or maybe it was because I liked to live life by the seat of my pants. My goals were big and I didn’t have to map out a million different steps to get where I wanted. I just had to get better and work hard. Every day.  
 
    I sat down next to Harlow. She didn’t bother to acknowledge me, but I could see the way her body stiffened at my nearness. As if she needed to protect herself from me.  
 
    I opened my messenger bag and got out my own notebook, peering down at what she’d been writing. 
 
      
 
    1. Call Marlow 
 
    2. Get milk 
 
    3. Write Treblemakers article for Diamondback 
 
    4. Research dining hall article for Diamondback 
 
    5. Watch Paper Towns for movie review article for Diamon—— 
 
      
 
    “I can help you out with number five,” I said, leaning over to whisper into Harlow’s ear. 
 
    Startled, she pulled away, looking at me, her eyes wide and mouth open in surprise. “What?” 
 
    I nodded toward her list. “I haven’t seen Paper Towns yet. I’m happy to watch it with you. I’ll even bring the popcorn.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and shut a few times, searching for an argument. Finally, she said, “I’m writing an article about books going to the big screen and how they change from print to film,” she explained. When I continued to look at her, waiting for more, she continued. “I’ve already watched and read The DUFF, The Scorch Trials, Mocking Jay, and—” Her face blushed a furious shade of red. 
 
    “What?” I asked, grinning at her discomfort. 
 
    She looked away and shook her head, turning to her list to finish item number five and add item number six. 
 
      
 
    6. Avoid Trace  
 
      
 
    And...there it was. I laughed out loud. “That’s rude, Cricket.” 
 
    Her head swung around until her gaze met mine. “Why do you call me—” 
 
    “Wait!” I interrupted her before she could tell me off or say something that she’d regret later. No matter how rude she might act sometimes, I knew that wasn’t the real Harlow. The real Harlow was funny and sweet and sexy as hell. This new version? It seemed being a married woman didn’t really suit her.  
 
    “Now what book-to-movie would you not want me to know about?” I mused. I could almost hear her teeth gnashing together now that I was back on topic. “Insurgent? No, I heard that one didn’t get very good ratings.” I shook my head. “I bet you didn’t even bother to go. Maybe The Martian?” I tapped my chin and stared toward the front of the room as if in deep thought. “No. You’d fall asleep in a movie like that. Perhaps The Longest Ride?” I turned to face her and narrowed my eyes in thought. “No. Although I’d be happy to give you one.” I could see the blush working its way down her neck, just like my mouth longed to do.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” she promised. 
 
    “It already did,” I reminded her, bumping her arm with my elbow like we shared a joke. She opened her mouth for a biting retort, but I was quicker. “I know!” I said, holding up my finger in an “a-ha” pose. “Fifty Shades of Grey. Am I right? I bet you watched that one the night it came out.” 
 
    Her answering blush proved I was right. 
 
    “My sisters made me go,” she responded defensively, crossing her arms over her chest and jutting out her chin. 
 
    “There’s no judgment here,” I said, motioning between us. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and huffed in disbelief, fighting a smile. “Right.” 
 
    “I really would like to see Paper Towns with you.” My tone was gentler, and she finally glanced back at me before looking away again. 
 
    She reached up to tuck her hair behind her ear. “That’s not necessary. I can watch it on my own. Besides—” 
 
    I grabbed her chin and turned her to face me. I could have sworn she was holding her breath. “I know you can watch it on your own, Harlow. I know you’re trying to keep your distance. But would it be so bad to watch a movie together? What do you have against me?” 
 
    She swallowed. “You mean aside from the fact that you only speak in sexual innuendos?” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “You do.”  
 
    Her lips puckered up when she said those two words and it took momentous skill not to lean in another twelve inches and kiss her stupid. 
 
    “Okay.” I gave her a charming smile. “Aside from the teasing, what do you have against me?” I wanted to say something about having her naked against me, but I figured that wouldn’t help my argument. 
 
    For a hot second, I thought the charm just might completely melt her ice, but then she pulled away and looked down at my other hand. “You won’t annul the marriage,” she muttered. “And you insist on wearing that ring.” 
 
    I could have given her a dozen arguments as to why I wouldn’t end our marriage and why I continued to keep the ring on, but even to me, they didn’t make sense. 
 
    “The ring bothers you that much?” I asked, spinning it around my finger with my thumb. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “I’ll make you a deal.” I spun the ring again, half hoping she wouldn’t agree to what I was about to offer. I’d gotten pretty attached to the damn thing. “I’ll stop wearing the ring if you come to lunch with me on Saturday.” 
 
    She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, glancing from my mouth to my ring a few times. “Just lunch?” 
 
    Jesus. She must hate the stupid ring if she was so close to saying yes. It should bother me and my male pride that I had to bribe her to go out with me, but I was just happy I wasn’t going to have to battle her to get her to go. Besides, I’d bribed her the first time I met her to get her to have a drink with me. And look how well that night turned out. 
 
    “Just lunch,” I promised. 
 
    She nodded her head once and pursed her lips, turning fully in her seat again. She took a deep breath. “Okay, what time?” 
 
    I grinned. This was way too easy. She wasn’t even asking for details. I wondered how pissed she’d be when she found out she’d be meeting my family. “I’ll pick you up around 11.” 
 
    “I can just meet you—” 
 
    “I’ll take the ring off right now if you just let me pick you up like a normal date.” 
 
    “Deal,” she finally said under her breath.  
 
    Reluctantly, I pulled the ring off my finger and slipped it into my pocket. Her eyes followed the path of my hand, and I could have sworn her gaze lingered a little too long on my lap. “Happy?” I asked. 
 
    Biting the inside of her lip, she tore her eyes away from me. Then she touched her pen to her paper and added to item number six. 
 
      
 
    6. Avoid Trace after lunch on Saturday 
 
      
 
    I grinned. She just made this game way too interesting. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    9. COUCH CAT & OTHER CRISES 
 
    September 24, 2016 
 
    MEET THE PARENTS By Harlow Ransom   
 
    Everyone knows it’s important to make a good impression the first time you meet the parents of your husband, but Harlow Ransom is showing up with a busted nose and a look that can only be defined as walking disaster. Ideally, one would meet their in-laws before the actual marriage ever took place, but Harlow doesn’t like to do things the easy way. Her new in-laws are still in the dark about the wedded status of their son, and she’d like to keep it that way.  
 
    When asked why she is choosing to keep the marriage a secret from her husband’s parents, she responded, “I don’t think it’s necessary to break the news to them right now, especially since the whole marriage thing will be a non-issue pretty soon. Why put them through that sort of emotional turmoil?” 
 
    This reporter pointed out to her that if she has no intention of continuing the relationship with Trace, then she could have rectified the marriage issue a long time ago. 
 
    “I don’t plan to continue the relationship. It’s not even a REAL relationship. Getting married was an accident. We were drunk.”  
 
    Harlow seems like she believes what she’s saying, but if she truly wanted to end the marriage, why has no effort been made to do so? And why is she visiting the in-laws at all if she plans to get the marriage annulled? 
 
    Her response? “It’s not like I want to go meet his parents. Trace is forcing me to go to lunch with them. It’s part of a deal I made so he’ll stop wearing the wedding ring.” 
 
    One can only hope that Harlow will come to her senses soon and see what’s obvious to the rest of us—she hasn’t ended the marriage because she realizes it might just be the smartest mistake she’s ever made.  
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rang, and I tugged at my shirt again, like I’d done a dozen times already since Trace rang the buzzer in the lobby to be let up. Why was I so nervous? It was just lunch. I’d already done things with Trace that were infinitely more intimate than a lunch date. Things that included a lot less clothes.  
 
    This time, I was sober, though. 
 
    My eyes scanned the mirror again, searching for anything out of place. And then I was mad at myself for caring. It shouldn’t matter if everything was just right or not. I didn’t care what Trace thought about how I looked. 
 
    Did I? 
 
    The inner battle raged on as I stared at myself until the doorbell rang again. Switching off the bathroom light, I ran my hand through my hair as I walked down the hallway and turned toward the front door, completely unaware of Couch Cat lying in the middle of the floor. I tripped over her, earning a terrified feline howl and a vicious swipe of claws across my bare ankle. Trying to avoid her as she scrambled under my legs for safety, I stumbled into the door. Face first.  
 
    “Shit!” I yelled, trying to find my footing as my face collided harshly with the wood. 
 
    “Harlow? Are you okay?” Trace asked from the other side of the door. 
 
    I rubbed my face, feeling a trickle of blood oozing out of my nose. It wouldn’t be right if I wasn’t bleeding, and I was. 
 
    “If you don’t answer, I’m going to assume you’re being held against your will and I’m kicking the door down,” he joked.  
 
    At least, I thought he was joking. 
 
    I tilted my head back and turned the deadbolt before swinging the door open. Trace’s grin fell away when he noticed the blood pouring down my face. 
 
    “Christ!” he said, rushing through the door and closing it behind him. “What the hell happened to your face?” 
 
    “Nice to see you, too,” I mumbled. So much for all that time spent in front of the mirror. That’s what I got for caring. “I tripped.” 
 
    He brushed my hair away from my face and bent down to get a closer look. His whiskey-colored eyes were full of concern as he examined me. “I think it looks worse than it is. Let’s get you cleaned up. Where’s your bathroom?”  
 
    I waved him toward the hallway as I tilted my head back. “Down there.” 
 
    Trace put his arm around my waist and helped keep me upright as he led me down hall. “If you think this is gonna get you out of our deal, you’re wrong.”  
 
    I flipped him the bird and he chuckled, the sound warm and sweet. His hand tightened around me, his fingers brushing along my skin where my shirt had ridden up. My heart pounded around in my chest making me feel like an unbalanced washing machine. Oh my God. Just one little touch and my body was going haywire. How had I survived a night in bed with him without coming completely unraveled? 
 
    Once inside the bathroom, he closed the toilet lid and pointed at it, ordering me to sit. I did as I was told and he grabbed the nearest hand towel and held it under my face. “Pinch the soft part of your nose together and lean forward.”  
 
    “I thought I was supposed to lean back,” I argued. “That’s what they always do in the movies.” 
 
    “They’re not actually bleeding in the movies, Harlow. Unless you want to choke on your blood, lean forward.” He put his hand on the back of my head to adjust me into the right position, and I did as he ordered, ignoring the urge to shiver when his warm hand wrapped around mine to hold my fingers in the right spot. “That’s it. Just hold it for a few minutes until it stops.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Do you have ice in your freezer? I can put some in a towel for you to keep swelling down,” he offered. His eyebrows were pulled together in concern, and it was pretty freaking adorable. 
 
    Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought. Those were exactly the thoughts I didn’t need. 
 
    “I...I have one of those gel ice packs in my freezer.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Accident prone?” 
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    Trace grinned, and I felt tingles all the way to my toes. No wonder I ended up with a ring on my finger that night. I had a hard enough time resisting his charm when I was sober. With the nasty combo of a shitload of drinks and the emotional baggage of seeing my mother on my birthday, I never had a chance against him. And now with him being so nice, I was having a harder time remembering all the reasons he was bad for me.  
 
    I needed to keep my armor in place. Trace wasn’t part of my plans. He was a mistake that I needed to take a huge eraser to. Every to-do list could be edited. Right? 
 
    Unaware of my inner turmoil, Trace left the bathroom. I heard the freezer door open, but it was a few seconds before it shut again. He muttered something, and I assumed he was having trouble finding what he was looking for. When the water at my kitchen sink started running a few moments later, I wondered what the hell was going on. Soon he returned with the ice pack and a kitchen towel, but he had an odd look on his face. Like he was unsure about my sanity. 
 
    “Is there something you’d like to confess to me?” 
 
    A strange thumping in my chest stole my breath away. “What? No...” 
 
    He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the kitchen. “You have like fifty boxes of Thin Mints in your freezer. Did you pull off some sort of Girl Scout Cookie heist I should know about? Maybe you have one tied up in your closet or something?” he asked, peeking over his shoulder at the closet door. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, and he chuckled as he kneeled down in front of me. He pulled my hand away from my face and inspected my nose, which I assumed was a bloody and disgusting mess. I wanted to crawl under the vanity. Although come to think of it, if I was looking for a way to turn him off, a fat lip and bloody nose were sure to do the trick.  
 
    Trace lifted the towel he’d brought from the kitchen, and when he touched it to my face, I was surprised to find it was warm and wet. Gently, he cleaned my nose, mouth, and cheeks, wiping away the blood. He was concentrating so hard on what he was doing that I don’t think he realized how close he’d gotten to me. My lips did, though. Only a few inches and I could have a taste of him. A taste my body seemed to remember with perfect clarity. Kiss him, it demanded. 
 
    Trace’s hand stilled against my face, and I looked up from his mouth to discover I’d been caught ogling him. His smile was slow and knowing as it spread across his lips. I expected him to call me out and force me to admit what I’d been thinking, but he merely wrapped the ice pack in another towel and placed it gently across my nose and cheeks. “Hold this there for a few minutes. Hopefully, it’ll lower your chances of getting a black eye.” 
 
    When I lifted my hands up to replace his, he backed away and lowered himself to the floor in front of me, leaning back against the wall with his forearms draped over his knees. I could just see him over the top of the ice pack. 
 
    “How do you know so much about bloody noses?” I asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “Snowboarding. Skateboarding. School of hard knocks.” He lifted his chin at me. “How’d you end up doing that anyway? Were you on some sort of doped out sugar high from eating your weight in Thin Mints?” 
 
    I groaned. I’d never live this down. I huffed out a breath. “Couch Cat was in my way. I didn’t see her.” 
 
    His eyebrows pulled together. “Couch Cat? That’s what I thought you said earlier. What’s Couch Cat?” 
 
    “An orange ball of fur otherwise known as my lazy ass pet. I think she’s silently plotting my death because she is always underfoot.” I blew out a breath. “That’s not the first time I’ve tripped over her. First time my nose took the brunt of it, though,” I said. 
 
    He frowned. “Why do you call her Couch Cat?”  
 
    I gave a small laugh. “Because I suck at names.” I wasn’t the creative type. I worked in facts and figures. Things that were true. That’s why I loved journalism. “When I moved into this apartment, I didn’t have much money, so I bought my couch off of Craig’s List from some dude that lived nearby. I thought it was nice of him to drop it off for me. Especially since he only charged me a hundred dollars for the couch. An hour after he left, however, Couch Cat crawled out from underneath the damn thing. I guess she was hiding in the framework or something. I tried calling the guy to come back and get his cat, but he never returned any of my messages. Who knows, maybe he put her in there on purpose. Anyway, I didn’t have the heart to take her to the SPCA, so Couch Cat became my roommate.” 
 
    “That’s insane.”  
 
    I shrugged because no matter how pissed I was at the time that my free delivery turned into a responsibility for another living thing, it was nice to have Couch Cat around. Even when she was acting like a glorified bitch, at least she was company. Not good company, but I could depend on her to come rubbing against my legs when she was hungry. That was something. Living by myself got lonely sometimes and Couch Cat kept the apartment from feeling empty. 
 
    As I sat quietly thinking, Trace’s eyes trailed down from my face, lowering until his gaze settled on my ankles, which were right in front of him. He leaned forward, brushing his finger against my skin. I tried not to react, but my skin was a fucking traitor and goosebumps lifted under his touch. “Looks like she got in a nasty scratch.” 
 
    I looked down, surprised I’d forgotten about that in the aftermath of my nosebleed. Trace pushed up off the floor and started rifling through my medicine cabinet. I probably should have been outraged, but there was nothing in there worth being embarrassed over. That’s what my nightstand was for. And there was no way I’d be letting him in that drawer. Buzz, and my other sex toys were not secrets I was going to let him in on. 
 
    In no time, Trace had gathered my meager selection of medical supplies. He gathered them in his arm and then bent down to tend to my wound. I think we both knew it wasn’t bad enough to merit any special attention, but I let him get on with it. It was nice to have someone pampering me, even if it was because I was a total klutz. And it was easier to stare at him when he was otherwise occupied, so there was that. I shouldn’t tease myself by indulging in the fantastic view that was Trace Stone, but I had the willpower of an LA trophy wife in an Hermés handbag store. Trace Stone was easy on the eyes, and my eyes wanted to gorge themselves like a bear preparing for a long winter. Or more appropriately, a beaver. This beaver needed to hibernate for a long time because clearly, she didn’t make good decisions. 
 
    I giggled at the thought, and Trace lifted his head to give me a questioning look. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, my expression feigning innocence. 
 
    He cleaned the scrape with some peroxide, and when he leaned over to blow on it, I was bombarded with memories of his mouth on my skin doing much less innocent things. My breath shuddered as I inhaled, and he looked up at me with a ghost of a smile before reaching for the box of Band-Aids to patch me up.  
 
    Once the Band-Aid was in place, Trace stood and pulled the ice pack away from my face, setting it on the sink. “Ready to go, Cricket?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Just let me fix my makeup.” Getting him out of my house and out in public was something I needed to do pronto. I didn’t trust myself to be alone with him much longer. My thoughts were naughty, my body was desperate, and the bed in my room was an easy solution for both of those problems. A solution that would just make everything much worse than it already was. 
 
    Trace pushed my hair away from my face and then trailed the backs of his fingers lightly across my jaw. “Not necessary. You look perfect.” His gaze was locked on my mouth, and he leaned in a bit as if he was going to kiss me. Or was that just me hoping he was? “Besides,” he said quietly, his breath fanning across my skin. “It’s just lunch. Right? A deal’s a deal.” He held up his left hand where I could see the ring was now gone.  
 
    I blinked and shook my head slightly, the same way I would if I was waking from a dream. “The deal. Yeah. Lunch.” He was right. I didn’t need makeup. Who was I trying to impress?  
 
    No one. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Trace pulled onto I-95, I knew it wasn’t going to be just a simple lunch date. I’d been duped. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To lunch.” He glanced over at me, and when he returned his gaze to the front window, his fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “A crab feast at my parents’ place.” 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly as the full weight of his words hit me. I was going to meet his parents. Why didn’t I insist on specifics?  
 
    There were many times since I’d met Trace when I wanted to knee him square in the groin, but there was always a part of me that was too horrified to consider injuring such perfection. That part me was long gone now. As soon as I got out of the car, I planned to bring that boy to his knees, perfect dick or not. 
 
    When I didn’t respond, he said, “My brother Huck will be also be there with his girlfriend, Cat, and their buddy, Jay.” His thumbs tapped against the steering wheel. “It’s just a small lunch. My sister Pately and her family are out of town so you won’t get to meet them.” 
 
    Was he serious? I was going to meet his freaking family? I stewed in silence, afraid that if I spoke it would be a scream and I wouldn’t be able to stop.  
 
    I stared out the window as his truck devoured the miles along the interstate—miles and miles of blurred trees and cars. Half an hour later, we finally took the exit for a town called Cockeysville. How appropriate. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” I finally ground out. 
 
    “She speaks!” Trace chuckled and looked at the clock on the dashboard. “Forty-minute silent treatment. That’s not as bad as I expected. I’m kind of disappointed. I thought I’d suffer much worse.” 
 
    “Worse is coming, trust me,” I promised. I chewed on the inside of my lip as I glared out of the passenger window. “So. How are you going to introduce me?” Trace was so unpredictable, I wouldn’t put it past him to admit to everyone that I was his wife.  
 
    “I figured I’d introduce you as Harlow. Since that’s your name.” He turned to face me, eyebrows lifted in innocence. “Unless you’d like to go by pet names. I could call you Sweet Cheeks.” 
 
    Breathe. Wait until he’s at a stop light, and then you can kill him. Any judge and jury would understand…it would be considered a crime of passion. 
 
    He turned forward again. “I’m partial to Ace,” he continued, unaware I was planning his demise. “You know, because I kick ass. And it rhymes with Trace.” 
 
    “So does buttface,” I muttered. 
 
    He laughed. “Mature. Come on, Harlow. What’s the big deal? It’s just lunch. And you can take out your frustration on the crabs.” 
 
    That’s right. The little wooden mallets used for cracking open the shells would work just as well on the head of an irritating man. 
 
    “I think we need to renegotiate this deal,” I huffed. 
 
    “It’s a little too late for that.” He looked up into the rearview mirror and then over his shoulder before changing lanes. His eyes made a pit stop on my face before finding the road again.  
 
    “I don’t have to get out of the car when we get there,” I threatened.  
 
    He shrugged. “Suit yourself, but then you won’t be fulfilling your end of the bargain. I’d have to put the ring back on.” 
 
    I slammed my head back against the headrest and then let my face fall to the side so that I was glaring at him. I sighed. “I don’t understand why you’re forcing this relationship.” 
 
    The edges of his mouth lifted into a grin, and I could see by the way his eyes narrowed that the smile had reached them as well. “I don’t know. The moment I saw you standing there at the fountains listening to the music, I knew you were different. Interesting. From the first word between us, you challenged me, made me work for your attention.” He turned to me and motioned to my frowning face. “This difficult thing you have going on now isn’t the real you. I met the real you in Vegas, and I think it’s worth the effort to find that girl again.”  
 
    He was quiet as he turned onto a long private driveway. Beyond the large fancy gate, there were pastures where horses grazed. In the distance, I could see a massive house. Once he stopped at the gate, Trace faced me again. He reached over, his hand resting lightly on my shoulder. “We only had one night, but fuck...it was a good night, and I want more. Don’t you?” His thumb caressed my skin as he watched me and when it caught on the strap of my tank top, my breath hitched in my throat.  
 
    It was a good night. We did have fun. Why was I constantly pushing him away? There wasn’t anything wrong with fun. Was there? 
 
    When his head tilted toward me, my body mirrored his, lips searching. A breath before the kiss happened, I knocked my purse to the floor, and the entire contents spilled across the floorboards.  
 
    “Shit.” I pulled back, and when I bent over to gather up my belongings, my eyes fell on my planner. And how it had fallen open to one of my to-do lists.  
 
      
 
    1. Deposit paycheck 
 
    2. Ask Betty for extra hours 
 
    3. Pay credit card bill 
 
    4. Apply for internships 
 
      
 
    That collection of words was all it took to snap me back to reality. Paycheck. Extra hours. Credit Card. Internships.  
 
    I was in school for my career. I needed to focus on my studies and grades. I didn’t have time to fool around. I’d worked too hard to get where I was to just throw it all away for a sweet set of lips and good sex.  
 
    I shoved everything back in my purse, and when I sat up again, he’d punched in a code, and the gate was opening. Trace had to look away to watch the road, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw his hand settle on the console as if to reach for mine. I pulled my hands into my lap, holding on to my purse. 
 
    “I want an annulment,” I stated. I flicked my eyes in his direction to see his response. 
 
    Trace’s mouth flattened into displeasure. “On what grounds?” 
 
    “We’re not in love.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he countered. “I’m willing to try to make this thing work.” 
 
    I made a disgusted sound in my throat. One way or another I was going to get that annulment. I couldn’t afford a lawyer yet, but I was saving. Part of me wanted to insist that since I paid for the wedding, he should pay to put things right again. But I knew he wouldn’t agree to that. Speaking of wedding... “And I want the pictures.” 
 
    “What pictures?” 
 
    “The wedding pictures. The ones I paid for.” I rifled through my purse, pretending to organize it. 
 
    Trace’s hand was in his hair, mussing it up as he frowned. “Why? So you can have a bonfire with them?” 
 
    He wasn’t looking at me, but I still couldn’t look at him. “I plan on being a journalist—” 
 
    “I know,” he said without looking at me. “You told me the night of your birthday. The next Anderson Cooper.” He quickly looked at me and gave me a half-smile before returning his attention to the road. “Only much prettier.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Right. Well, the thing is, I’ve worked hard for my reputation and my future. So I just need this whole marriage thing to never have happened. That’s why I need an annulment. I need this to stay just between us. And I need those pictures.” 
 
    His laugh was bitter. “What do you think I’m going to do with them, Harlow? Spread them across the internet? I don’t need any bad press either.” 
 
    Odd choice of words… 
 
    “I don’t know what you’d do with them.” I threw my hands into the air. “That’s the whole point. I don’t know you!” My heart was pounding and I could hear it echoing in my ears. I was married to a guy I was ridiculously attracted to, but deep down I knew it could only end badly. How could it end any other way? We were strangers. Great sex and bad decisions didn’t make a good marriage. 
 
    We pulled up to a circular driveway, and he parked his car in front of a four-door garage. Once he turned off the car, his eyes found mine. “I’ll bring the pictures to class next time. But only since you paid for them.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped in relief. One battle won. “Thanks.” 
 
    He captured my chin with his hand and held my gaze. “But I’m keeping my ring. You gave it to me.” 
 
    I released a defeated breath as I felt my body collapse further into the seat. “Why do you even want to stay married to me, Trace?” He was cocky and impulsive and charming. I couldn’t understand why he was fighting so hard to hold on to someone as prickly as me. 
 
    His eyes met mine—possessive, dark, and hungry. I was caught by surprise when he leaned forward to press his mouth against mine. His tongue and lips pulled a smoldering kiss out of me, and I didn’t even try to stop him. I was burning—absolutely burning from the inside out—from the fierce way his mouth clung to mine. Trace pulled back to look at me.  
 
    Wow. A kiss like that in less than three seconds? No wonder the hotel room was littered with condoms. No wonder I married him. 
 
    “Because,” he said, holding my gaze. “I want to be able to do that any time I feel like it.” He ran his thumb across my bottom lip. His voice dropped, low and husky. “And because I like the idea that you’d be mine.”  
 
    His. To do that to any time he wanted. I could almost hear my body singing the “Hallelujah” chorus in response. I wanted to beg him to move that hand lower and push me into the final crescendo. Make me see stars. I should be pissed that he was trying to lay claim on me, but no matter how much I tried to deny it, I liked Trace. And trying to say no to him got harder each and every time he charmed me. 
 
    For a moment I wondered if being his would be such a bad thing.  
 
    His? 
 
    I was in so much trouble. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    10. CRABS & CONFESSIONS 
 
    September 24, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE AND THE BIG O by GossipGrind.com   
 
    Trace Stone has been spotted in Baltimore, which confirms reports that he’s back on the East Coast again. He was seen on Friday night at the Orioles Game cheering on the Os as they played the Tampa Bay Rays. The elusive snowboarder had his infamous blue-tipped hair under a baseball cap, but a source close to the family verified that Trace was in attendance at the game with his brother, Will Stone, and two other guests. When contacted for a statement, Stone’s agent refused to comment on whether his client has plans on competing in the X-Games this year. With the competitive season just a few short weeks away, most sports experts agree on one thing: Trace Stone might look healthy, but his disappearing act at his usual training facility isn’t a good sign for his future on the slopes. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I never thought eating crabs could be a turn on, but then again, I’d never eaten crabs with Harlow before. Newbies usually used the wooden mallets and crushed the shells into oblivion before picking the meat out of the shards. Experienced Marylanders even used a knife and mallet combo approach to attack the tricky shellfish to get the prize inside. But those of us who grew up within spitting distance of Baltimore needed only one thing. A butter knife. It was a source of pride to be able to pick a crab clean with nothing but a knife and years of know-how. Since Harlow was from California, I’d expected to be highly entertained watching her pick her crab meat from piles of shattered shell. And then I’d be able to swoop in to her rescue to show her the right way. 
 
    Not the case.  
 
    She picked up the crab in front of her, grabbed one of the large claws, and twisted it off to leave a huge chunk of meat dangling from the end. She dipped it in her pile of Old Bay seasoning and then tore the meat off with her teeth. The other claw followed suit and then with a swift move of her knife under the apron of the crab’s shell, she had the rest of the beast cracked open for picking. She swept away the inedible lungs before I could even suggest it, and navigated her way through the shell with expertise. I was so enthralled watching her pick like a local, that I hadn’t even gotten past the claws on my own crab. 
 
    I tore my eyes away and glanced around the table to see that I wasn’t the only one impressed by the way Harlow was manhandling the crab. My parents and Huck watched with raised eyebrows while Cat and Jay looked as if they might be sick. The edge of Huck’s mouth tilted up into a smile, and my eyes returned to Harlow. 
 
    She placed her knife on the middle of one of her discarded claws and hit the edge of the metal with the heel of her hand, cracking the shell like any Baltimore native would. Holy shit. So fucking hot. My sister, Paisely, who grew up eating crabs, couldn’t even pick them this perfectly. I wanted to throw Harlow across the table and take her right there among the Old Bay and empty cans of Natty Boh beer. 
 
    “I thought you were from California,” Cat accused Harlow from across the table. Cat was currently battling a pile of claws my brother had left for her. She outright refused to pick the bodies.  
 
    Harlow tucked a piece of meat between her lips and then grinned. “I am, but I’ve lived in Maryland for over three years. My best friend is from here, and he takes me to crab feasts with his family all the time. He’s the one who taught me how to pick.” 
 
    Best friend? He? The thought gave me a sour taste in my mouth. 
 
    “Oh.” Cat curled her lip in disgust, as if Harlow had somehow betrayed their hometowns on the West Coast by actually enjoying crabs and the act of dismembering them. Cat was delicately picking at her claw, trying her best to keep her hands clean. Cat never did anything delicately. Watching her with the crabs was better than an episode of “Ridiculousness.” She couldn’t even hide the look of disgust on her face, and I found it hilarious that the fearless girl who never backed down from anything had finally met her match at my parents’ lunch table. 
 
    “You’re not even going to try it?” Harlow asked as Cat put another clump of meat from her claw into a pile in front of Huck.  
 
    My mother looked away from her conversation with Jay to watch Cat as she inspected the claw in her hands as if it was a dead rat. 
 
    Cat met Harlow’s gaze, and her eyebrows rose in challenge. “I wouldn’t even be doing this much if I hadn’t lost a bet,” she said holding the broken shell in front of her, glaring back down at her Old Bay covered fingers. 
 
    I laughed. “What was it this time?” 
 
    Cat’s lips flattened into displeasure as Huck grinned before taking a swig of beer.  
 
    “It was classic,” Jay said. “Cat decided to test her Goonies knowledge against Huck and lost. Big time. She threw a temper tantrum any three-year-old would be proud of.” He took a sip of his beer and then grimaced, frowning at the can of Natty Boh Huck had given him. “Ugh. I forgot you all liked drinking piss-flavored beer.”  
 
    My mother laughed indulgently, lifting her glass of wine. “I offered you a glass of my best earlier, dear,” she said to him.  
 
    “I may have to take you up on that,” he agreed, getting up and heading to the bar to get himself a glass of wine. He wasn’t eating the crabs either. No matter how hard my mother tried, Jay refused to be swayed, preferring to tease Cat as she served her crab picking sentence. 
 
    “So how did you lose?” Harlow asked, returning to the subject of the bet. 
 
    Cat was tight-lipped, whacking the claw with her hammer, a little more forcefully than necessary. 
 
    I leaned in toward Harlow to explain. “Cat and Huck are both huge fans of ‘80s movies. They like to play this game where they ask each other trivia questions about movies and the loser has to do something awful.” 
 
    “What was the trivia question?” Harlow asked. 
 
    “Not a fair one,” Cat retorted, giving up on the claw in front of her and tossing it in the trash pile. She took a gulp of her water, clearly avoiding more picking. 
 
    “It was a question about a deleted scene in Goonies,” Huck said. “The one with the giant octopus—” 
 
    “Which is a totally unfair question,” Cat interrupted, pointing at him with another claw. “Deleted scenes shouldn’t count. Nobody knows the answer to that stupid question anyway.” Harlow looked up from her crab and Cat raised her eyebrows at her as if to ask, “Am I right?”  
 
    “You mean the scene with the pirate ship?” Harlow asked, excited.  
 
    Huck’s answering grin was triumphant, and he set his elbows on the table to lean forward. “Have you seen it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Harlow said. “My father is a huge movie buff.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Huck pressed. “How did Stef and Mouth get away from the octopus?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy.” Harlow laughed like he’d asked her to add two and two. “Data shoves a cassette player in the mouth of the octopus and presses the play button.” 
 
    Cat stared across the table at Harlow, her mouth hanging open wide in surprise. 
 
    “See?” Huck asked, leaning back into his chair and gesturing across the table to Harlow. “She knew it.” 
 
    Cat gave him a wicked look that would peel the skin off of any lesser man, but Huck had been with her too long to let it affect him. He leaned in to kiss her and she allowed it for a second before she got a taste of Old Bay. “Ugh,” she growled, pushing him away and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand while he laughed. “I just don’t think I should lose a bet based on information that wasn’t even in the movie. If it were in the movie, I wouldn’t have lost.” 
 
    Huck cleared his throat. “Did you forget about Better Off Dead?” 
 
    Cat scowled, but Harlow looked up from her crab and asked, “What about Better Off Dead?” 
 
    Jay laughed, leaning forward to answer when it became clear that Cat was determined not to relive another loss. “Huck asked Cat how many Q-tips Lane Meyer uses in the bathroom scene. Cat guessed seven, but he used eight.” 
 
    Harlow scrunched up her nose and flicked a look between Cat and Huck. “I hate to tell you this. But you’re both wrong.” She sucked on the end of the claw in her hand as if she hadn’t just dropped an atomic bomb. Cat and Huck were both competitive and stubborn. One of them being wrong was ludicrous. But both of them? Unthinkable. 
 
    “No. I’m right,” Huck said. “We doubled checked the video clip on my phone.” He almost crossed his arms, but then realized they were dirty, so he settled for giving Harlow a superior look. 
 
    She shrugged, unconcerned. “I don’t know what to tell you, but you’re wrong. Watch it on a big screen in high def,” she added with a pointed look before turning back to her lunch. “The funny thing is, there are two possible answers to that question. When Lane is in the bathroom by himself looking in the mirror, he puts one in his left ear, two in his right ear, one up each nostril, and four in his mouth. There are nine Q-tips, not eight.” 
 
    “Two in the right ear?” Cat echoed, bewildered. 
 
    Harlow wasn’t done. “But the thing is, when his dad comes in and he turns around to wave at him, the ones in his mouth are all different. And he actually has five instead of four in his mouth,” she said, gesturing to her face. “So he has ten Q-tips in that scene. It’s a little movie goof. My dad pointed that one out to me. Fancies himself a movie goof expert,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    Cat and Huck stared at her in bewilderment. That only lasted for a few seconds before Cat rounded on Huck. “You owe me! You were wrong too! And I had to go to lunch with Jackie.” 
 
    “Which you used as a chance to spread rumors about me,” he said, grinning back. He reached up to swipe a dirty finger across Cat’s face, leaving a trail of Old Bay along her jaw. When she squealed in disgust, he leaned in and grabbed her shoulders, spreading crab remnants all over her before licking the trail of spice off her face. 
 
    We all laughed as Cat struggled to get away. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” my mother interrupted loudly, slamming her wine glass on the table, nearly breaking it off at the stem. “Why are you wearing a wedding ring?” 
 
    My gaze clashed with Harlow’s a second before her eyes dropped to my hand in accusation. I’d held to my promise, though. I wasn’t wearing my ring. It took a moment for both of us to realize my mother wasn’t talking to us. She was talking to Huck. My eyes were drawn to his left hand which was gripping Cat’s shoulder…and sporting a shiny band on his ring finger. 
 
    Holy fuck. My brother was wearing a wedding ring. 
 
    I expected him to wither under my mother’s furious glare. We all knew that robbing her of the chance to plan a wedding would be equal to shaving her eyebrows off while she slept. Unforgivable. And yes, I did realize I’d already committed that sin, but I wasn’t planning on telling her in front of the whole family, if ever. Besides it would be expected of me to elope—not Huck. 
 
    Huck just grinned, holding up his hand. “This isn’t a wedding band. It’s an engagement band.” 
 
    “What?” My mother’s mouth hung open like he was speaking another language.  
 
    “I proposed,” Cat explained, wiping her hands on a paper towel before trying to clean her clothes. “And he said yes.” 
 
    “As if he had a choice,” Jay mumbled into his wine glass. 
 
    “Oh. I…uh…I guess…when is the wedding?” my mother stumbled over her words. I had to stifle a laugh. She was holding her composure pretty well, but my mother was old-fashioned, and a woman proposing to a man? Cat had just demolished my mother’s expectations of how the world worked. That’s what I liked about Cat. Not only did she have my stubborn brother wrapped around her little finger, but she didn’t give a shit about doing what tradition or society expected of her.  
 
    “Nothing planned yet. We might just go to Vegas.” Cat shrugged, unaware she’d just done the equivalent of punching my mother in the face.  
 
    “Vegas,” my mother sputtered. “You can’t get married in Vegas! That’s…unsophisticated!” 
 
    Oh shit. My mother’s legendary poise was crumbling under the horror of an untraditional wedding, and I could feel Harlow go still next to me. 
 
    “Dana,” my dad warned. It was the first word he’d said since he’d started eating. My dad took his crab feasts seriously. I wasn’t sure if he’d even bothered to breathe once the bushel had been dumped in the middle of the table. 
 
    “But,” my mother started, turning toward him. “Vegas?” 
 
    Cat scowled, and Huck was working to do damage control as Jay sat back with his wine, watching everything with complete amusement. 
 
    “It’s none of our business,” my father said.  
 
    “It most certainly is.” My mother took a sip of her wine, her eyes shooting accusations at Cat she couldn’t voice aloud. We all knew that even though Huck teased Cat relentlessly, he’d never put up with a harsh word about her from someone else. Especially our mother. 
 
    Harlow suddenly pushed up from the table, holding her dirty hands up like a doctor ready to go in surgery. She grabbed a paper towel from the table and then stumbled around her chair, heading for the door. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what had sent her running. 
 
    Her eyes darted back to the table, flicking between my brother, Cat, and my irate mother. “Bathroom?” she muttered. 
 
    “This way.” I held the door open for her to go into the house, just as happy as she was to get away from the firing squad out on my parents’ patio.  
 
    “How much longer do you want to stay?” she asked, once we were inside. Her voice was nervous and so different from the confidence she had just moments before when she was setting my brother straight. 
 
    “I’ll take you home whenever you want.” I stopped next to the bathroom door and leaned against the jam. 
 
    “No. I just…” She shook her head. “Never mind. I don’t want you to have to cut your visit short because of me. I’m guessing you don’t get to see your brother that much.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I hung out with him last night. If you’re uncomfortable, we can go.” I reached up to touch her jaw, but then remembered my dirty hands. “Or I can show you around before we leave. I could take you out to see the horses. They’re my sister’s pride and joy.” I held her gaze, and when she didn’t answer, I said, “Just you and me. My mom’s too busy interfering with my brother to want to tag along.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened at the mention of escaping my mom and she nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Good.” I pushed off the wall, nodding to the bottle on the sink. “Mom keeps lemon juice in there for getting the Old Bay smell off your hands. I’ll go wash up and meet you back here in five.” 
 
    “Trace,” she called out, causing me to turn back around. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She took a big breath like she was regretting calling me back. Finally, she said, “Thanks for bringing me. I was actually having a good time. I don’t want you to think I wasn’t. It was nice being around your family.” She looked down at her fingers, searching for words. “Sometimes it’s hard with my dad and sisters so far away.” Her eyes lifted to meet mine, and she gave me a tentative grin. “Thanks for sharing your family with me today. They’re pretty great.” 
 
    My eyebrows lifted. “Even my mom?” Although to be fair, my mom had seemed to like Harlow almost instantly. Jay was still her favorite, but Harlow had made a good impression. 
 
    She gave an embarrassed laugh. “Your mom was fine. I can understand her being freaked out about the possibility of a Vegas wedding.” She shrugged, looking down at her hands again. “It still freaks me out.” She let out a heavy sigh and then turned to go into the bathroom.  
 
    “Harlow?” She peeked over her shoulder. “I just have to tell you—” 
 
    Her eyebrows raised in question as if worried about what I’d say. She’d taken a risk by admitting she’d had fun spending time with me. I knew that wasn’t easy for her, and that pushing her further might ruin everything. But this was me we were talking about. Pushing boundaries was what I did. 
 
    “Make it ten minutes. Watching you eat crabs was such a fucking turn on. I might need to go take a cold shower.” 
 
    “Weirdo.” She rolled her eyes and the smile she gave me before turning back around was genuine and relaxed.  
 
    I was gonna win this girl over. There was no other choice. 
 
    *** 
 
    “So were you and Huck into riding horses, too?” Harlow ran her fingers across the muzzle of my sister’s palomino, and he nuzzled into her other hand, searching for treats.  
 
    “Nah. That was just my sister, Pately. Huck played lacrosse, but I was only ever interested in snowboarding.” 
 
    Harlow cocked her head to the side, a surprised smile crossing her face. “Snowboarding? Really? That’s interesting. Are there even mountains around here?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was making fun of me or not, but I didn’t care as long as she was smiling. “It’s the only thing I ever wanted to do,” I told her. “When I saw snowboarding in the ’98 Olympics, I became obsessed.” 
 
    She turned to face me, leaning against the stall door. “You wanted to be the next Shaun White?” 
 
    I rested my elbow on the wooden door and looked down at her. “Not back then. He didn’t go the Olympics until 2006. By then, I was already addicted to the sport. Besides, he mostly competes superpipe. He’s all about getting air and throwing tricks. I’m in it for the speed. Snowboard cross is my event,” I explained. 
 
    “Oh.” Harlow blushed. “Snowboard cross? I don’t even know what that is. I don’t know much about sports. Shaun White is the only snowboarder I know.”  
 
    “The only snowboarder you know?” I poked her in the ribs, and she screeched, twisting away from me as she giggled. “What am I? Chopped liver?”  
 
    “I meant he’s the only professional snowboarder I’ve ever heard of,” she explained through her laugh. She backed away from me, hands in front of her body to ward off any additional tickling.  
 
    I advanced on her, intending to exact revenge in the form of more of her laughter. But then I noticed the innocent and expectant way she looked at me, and it suddenly hit me. Did she truly know who I was? Was I just some guy she met in Vegas? Some cocky moron who’d tricked her into marriage? She’d told me that night that she was going to college, and I told her I was finishing up a degree as well, but I didn’t remember ever mentioning snowboarding to her. Which is odd since snowboarding was my life. My identity. All the times she’d told me that she was worried that our sham marriage would ruin her reputation, she never brought up the fact that my face was pretty well known in the sports world and could bring about her ruination even faster if word got out. But how could she not know who I was? I might not be a household name like Derek Jeter or Cal Ripken, but my face was plastered on the sides of buses and in gossip rags. Did she really not know? 
 
    “You know I’m a professional snowboarder, right?” I asked, stalking toward her.  
 
    Her mouth opened just slightly and a laugh tumbled out. “I’m not really impressed by athletes.” She pointed to her chest and continued to back away, flashing me a teasing smile. “Besides, I’m the one who tells stories, Trace. Journalist, remember?” 
 
    I tilted my head and inspected her expression. “Is that why you ran the morning after your birthday, Cricket? Because of who I was?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your charming personality isn’t to blame. Sobriety made me run.”  
 
    I huffed and crossed my arms. “Sobriety?” 
 
    “Don’t act all hurt. I think you’re just upset I beat you to it.” She raised her eyebrows in question, challenging me. 
 
    “You want the truth, Cricket?” I took a step toward her until we were nearly touching. I could hear her breath catch as I leaned down to speak into her ear. “If I had woken up first, I wouldn’t have left. I would have kissed that sassy mouth of yours and fucked you until you remembered why you begged me to marry you in the first place.” My grin felt almost predatory as she took another step back and I followed her. “You can keep running, Harlow. But I was made to race. And I like to win.” A surge of adrenaline shot through my chest at my words. “I was born to win,” I added.  
 
    In that moment, my words were a reaffirmation to myself. Winning was what I was meant to do, whether it was with her or on the snowboard. 
 
    “Born to win?” Her eyebrows shot up, and she licked her bottom lip. Then her mouth hooked up in a wicked grin. “Is that what you think?” With a confident tilt of her head, she pinned me with a defiant gaze. “Too bad I ran track in high school.” Before I could respond, she twisted around and took off for the house. Sprinting. 
 
    She was fucking running from me. Again. 
 
    Game on. I may not have been a runner, but I was made for speed. And for the chase. 
 
    I took off after Harlow, kicking hay and dirt up behind me. In seconds, she was out of the barn and streaking across the grass toward the house. She was fast, and had a good head start, but the house was far away, and her tight little ass provided too much motivation for me to let her get away. Harlow made it a good forty yards before I was on her heels, catching her around the waist to lift her off her feet. She squealed and struggled to get away, her weight carrying both of us to the ground. At the last minute, I spun and took the brunt of the fall. I landed on my back with her sprawled across my chest. She squirmed around, attempting to get up and I flipped her over, rolling until I had her back pressed into the thick grass. I hovered over her as she laughed, trying to catch her breath.  
 
    “I win,” I growled. 
 
    She blinked slowly, and her smile was soft and content as her breathing slowed. “Maybe I let you catch me,” she teased. Her gaze flicked from my eyes to my lips in invitation.  
 
    I bent my head down, and when my mouth touched hers, she silently melted into me. She tasted like sunshine and lazy afternoons. Her kiss was warm and confident, taking as much as she gave. I was on my elbows to keep my weight off her, but my hands went to the sides of her face. My fingers tangled in her dark hair, and my thumbs caressed along her jaw as I kissed her. I’d forgotten how smooth her skin was. How addicted my mouth was to hers. 
 
    When her hands slipped under the fabric of my shirt and slid along the skin underneath, my body flinched in surprise. Her fingers stilled for a moment and then began to trace the ridges of muscles along my stomach, toying with the waistband of my jeans, tempting me to lose control. Or give it to her. I wasn’t sure which.  
 
    Her tongue swept against mine, and when her fingers gripped my belt loops and gently pulled me closer, my hips pressed into her. The sound she made in response was one of surrender. 
 
    I pulled back to look at her and her chin tilted up, her lips searching for mine again. When she met nothing but air, she opened her eyes, and I could see all of the arguments were gone, and it was just me and Harlow, the girl I met at the fountain. I ran my thumb along her lips which were pink and wet from kissing me.  
 
    “I’m ready to renegotiate our deal,” I told her. 
 
    Harlow’s eyes twitched, narrowing in suspicion. “What?” 
 
    I bent down to place a kiss on the corner of her barely-there smile and lingered a little longer than I meant to. When I reluctantly pulled away, I said, “Give me two months, Harlow. Just until Thanksgiving. Let’s go out on dates. You get to know me, and let me know you.” I searched her eyes, willing her to agree. To give me a chance to prove Vegas wasn’t a mistake.  
 
    “Dates?” 
 
    I nodded. “Just give it a try. And at the end, if you still want the annulment—” I paused, forcing the words out. “I’ll give it to you. I’ll pay for the lawyers and everything.” 
 
    She stared at me for a few seconds, her eyes darting between mine, conflicted and worried. “You promise?” she finally whispered. She seemed uncertain, like she wasn’t sure what she wanted anymore. 
 
    “I swear. If that’s what you truly want.”  
 
    “Why?” she asked quietly. “Why do you want the two months?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The smile she gave me was sweet, unsure, and yet hopeful all in one. And for a moment, I let myself believe she was hoping for the same thing I was…a reason to say yes. A reason to relive that night, every day if possible. I’d never been the romantic sort. I didn’t dream of true love or fate. I wasn’t even sure I believed those things existed. But I was sure of one thing. I wanted Harlow to crave me as insanely as I did her. I wanted to consume her thoughts, and I wanted her to wonder why she couldn’t stop thinking about me. I wanted to earn each and every smile she had. I wanted to win her over.  
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip and looked away. “Just dates?” she asked. “No sex?” 
 
    I grinned. “Sex is definitely up for grabs if you want it.” 
 
    She turned to glare at me. 
 
    “Like I said. If you want it. Not a requirement,” I promised. 
 
    Harlow visibly relaxed. 
 
    “Although you already bought the cow in Vegas,” I pointed out. “You might as well enjoy the milk. Am I right?” I couldn’t resist messing with her, and that remark earned me a disgusted huff and a smack on my shoulder.  
 
    “You have no idea how to negotiate,” she accused. “Just when I’m about to say yes, you had to be a total perv.” 
 
    I grinned and ran my thumb along her cheek, down her jaw, and across her mouth. I couldn’t stop touching her. “Just say yes. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Just give me two months of dating. Two short months.” I felt her fingers mindlessly stroking along my sides, and I wondered if she felt the same pull I did, like she’d go crazy without my body under her fingertips. “I just want to get to know you. A few dates isn’t asking much, Harlow. Not when an annulment will cost me $1,000.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “You already looked into it?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “If you really want it, I’ll give it to you. Just give me this first.” I held my fist out to her, with my pinky curved toward her in invitation.  
 
    Slowly she reached up and hooked her finger around mine. “Okay.” Her answering smile was the same one she’d given me in Vegas when she agreed to have a drink with me. “Deal.”  
 
    “I have to warn you,” I said, bending my head toward hers. “I’m going to make you want to forget all about the annulment. I’m still going to kiss you. A lot.” My mouth touched hers, and the rhythm between our lips was deep, slow, and hungry. Our hands and fingers roamed, seeking out the touches they remembered from months ago. 
 
    “And one other thing,” I said, pulling away. “I’ll probably want to touch your ass a lot, too.” 
 
    She smacked me on the arm. “You’re being totally skeevy,” she accused. 
 
    “No. Just honest.” Our eyes met, and as our laughter faded away, I realized I’d be content to just lay here, kissing her and making her laugh for hours. “Go out with me tonight.” Maybe I was pressing my luck, but she agreed to date me. Why not start right away? 
 
    She blinked, a million thoughts skipping through her mind in those few seconds. “I can’t. Not tonight. My sisters are coming over and staying through tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great. You can introduce me.” 
 
    Her easy smile melted away, and it was as if a protective shield shuttered over her expression. “Trace…I can’t.” She looked almost sad, and she wiggled out from under me and pushed herself up into a sitting position. “It was nice of you to introduce me to your family, but you’re…” She paused as if it pained her to admit what she was thinking. “Even if we do these two months, I still need you to be my secret. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I swallowed down the way her refusal grated against me and shrugged. “Yeah. Totally understandable.” I blew off her rejection, refusing to be offended. Harlow’s gaze searched my face as I pushed up to kneel and I knew she was looking to see if she’d hurt me. “Well if they’re coming tonight, I should probably get you back home, yeah?” I stood up and offered her a hand. 
 
    She nodded and let me help her up. “Thanks. And…I’m sorry.” 
 
    I forced an easy smile. “For what? Who says I don’t like being your dirty little secret?” 
 
    Her gaze searched my expression, looking for the truth I refused to admit. I didn’t want her looking at me like I was an injured animal. 
 
    “I like things dirty, remember?” I asked, giving her a swift smack on the ass. 
 
    She pressed her lips together, and I laughed. 
 
    I refused to let her confession bother me. I was still getting my two months. A lot could change in that time. 
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    11. GIRL GONE WILD 
 
    September 24, 2016 
 
    GIRL GONE WILD By Harlow Ransom   
 
    If Baltimore ever hosts Girls Gone Wild for spring break, we know exactly who we can expect front and center. Harlow Ransom—the queen of discipline—has fallen, and fallen hard. That’s what happens when the pedestal is so tall, the fall is so much more disastrous. Harlow’s self-control has been legendary for many years, earning the disdain of classmates and disgust of her wild sisters. But in the last few months, she’s seen that legend crumbling around her.  
 
    “No one can be that perfect for that long,” her sister Marlow remarked. “When you don’t let your hair down, it becomes a big knotted mess. Harlow’s finally stepping out of her comfort zone, but now she only has one speed. Reckless.” 
 
    Eager to defend herself, and her actions, Harlow told us that Marlow has it all wrong. “I know I made a few mistakes, but I’m going to set everything right again. I just had a lapse of judgment.” 
 
    A lapse of judgment? This reporter pointed out that perhaps Harlow is lying to herself about the severity of her situation. A lapse of judgment would be kissing a stranger, not marrying them. To make matters worse, her lapse of judgment happened over two months ago, and nothing has been done to rectify it. Does she have any plans at all to fix her mistake? 
 
    “Oh, it’s all good. I just have to date Trace for two months. Just until Thanksgiving. And then he’ll give me the annulment I want. Easy peasy.” 
 
    Easy peasy. Those were her words, dear reader. This reporter would like to suggest there is only one thing easy in this whole situation, and it’s not Harlow’s solution to her sham marriage. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I’d never realized just how quiet my place was until Trace dropped me off an hour later. After an afternoon of boisterous teasing and loud conversations with his family, the silence of my apartment was unsettling. And lonely.  
 
    Couch Cat met me at the door and leaned against my leg, her low purring and the jangle of her collar the only sounds to greet me. I bent over to pet her, realizing that in the worry over my outfit in the morning and my subsequent face plant into the door, I’d forgotten to feed her. She was currently using my leg as her own personal massager, a not so gentle reminder that I was a sucky owner.  
 
    I made my way to the kitchen, and as soon as her bowl was filled, my usefulness was achieved so she went back to ignoring me so she could eat. 
 
    My phone buzzed with a text message, and I looked at the screen to see it was from my dad. 
 
    Dad: Did you remember to make a deposit into your savings this month? 
 
    Crap. If I made my usual deposit to my savings, I wouldn’t be able to make a payment on my credit card. And I needed to make a dent in those charges from my birthday weekend. 
 
    Me: I had some unexpected expenses. 
 
    I sent the text and my fingers hovered over the screen waiting for his response, wondering if I’d be forced to lie. 
 
    Dad: If you need any help putting together a budget for next month, let me know. 
 
    I sighed, relieved he wasn’t going to insist on details. 
 
     Me: I think I’ll be fine. 
 
    Dad: I know you will. I’ll call you Sunday night. Love you. 
 
    Me: Love you too. 
 
    I tossed the phone on the counter and then walked the few feet back into my living room where I collapsed onto the couch, my body aching. I could have attributed the ache to my clumsiness earlier in the day, or even the tumble that Trace and I took after he chased me down outside his barn. But I knew that’s not what I was feeling. The ache was deep. A craving that left me hungry. Starved. 
 
    And I knew Trace was the cause. I worried that it was a feeling that wouldn’t go away on its own. 
 
    Now that I’d peeled back a tiny corner of my restraint and allowed myself a small moment of indulgence, I could see just how flimsy my sense of self-preservation really was. I had made terrible decisions in Vegas where Trace was concerned, and yet I still let him kiss me senseless outside that barn today. And I agreed to date him for two months.  
 
    What was I thinking? I should be laser-focused on completing my courses, publishing as many articles in the Diamondback as possible, and getting an internship. Trace had hijacked my thoughts and was rearranging my plans, replacing them with a greedy need that it seemed only he could satisfy. He had picked away at that tiny corner of my perfect image, and now the rest of my self-discipline was crumbling into pieces so small I was afraid I’d never get myself put together the same way again.  
 
    The question was, did I want to be the same as I was before? 
 
    My brain said yes. I wanted to believe I could go back to chasing my dreams. I wanted to leave my embarrassments in the past. If I had any common sense, I should walk away while I still could, before either of us got hurt.  
 
    My body disagreed, and I hated that I was weak and let myself want him so much. 
 
    My heart…I had no idea what my heart wanted. But even if I did, I was positive I couldn’t trust it to choose wisely. It was just as unreliable as my body.  
 
    I was such a hot, fucking mess. 
 
    I closed my eyes, hoping a solution, and the strength to follow through with it, would come to me. 
 
    I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew, the silence of my apartment was shattered by my sisters as they stumbled through my front door with laughter and a month’s worth of luggage. I groaned as their shrill voices caused my head to pound. 
 
    “And here I thought you’d be excited to see us,” Willow said. Her words were followed by a loud thump and I narrowed my eyes at her when I saw the enormous suitcase sitting in the middle of my tiny living room. 
 
    “How long are you planning to stay?” I croaked, trying to blink moisture into my dried-out contacts. I hated the way sleeping in them made me feel like someone had stuffed cotton balls under my eyelids.  
 
    “We’re going out tonight, aren’t we?” she asked as if that was the perfect explanation. When I continued to blink at her, she said, “We had to bring several outfits. Lord knows you have nothing in your closet that should be seen in public.” As usual, she was dressed perfectly, like she was a mannequin in some upscale clothing store in Manhattan. When I didn’t argue, she spun around, her high heels clicking defiantly on my wood floor as she made her way into the kitchen. She came back seconds later with sparkling water. Thank God I remembered to get that for her. A lack of sparkling water would definitely have upped my torment and her bossiness. 
 
    “What’s with the homeless look you’ve got going on?” Marlow asked sitting down on the couch, nearly crushing me. She was frowning as she stared at my makeup-free face and grass-stained clothes. “And what the hell! Do you have a black eye?” 
 
    “What?” I cried, shooting up into a sitting position and nearly knocking her to the floor. I grabbed for my nose to find it felt a little tender. Funny how I hadn’t noticed it at all while I was with Trace this afternoon. Even when he was kissing me. 
 
    “You do!” Marlow’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God! Were you attacked?” 
 
    I groaned and fell back against the decorative pillow, throwing my arm over my eyes. “Yes. By my front door.” Let the teasing begin. 
 
    Willow tsked and came to sit next to Marlow, squishing me further. “I don’t know how you survive without us, Lolo,” she said. 
 
    Marlow pulled my arm away and brushed my tangled hair out of my face. “See what happens when you live alone? You’re well on your way to becoming a sad little hermit who lives off cat food and Judge Judy reruns. You could have knocked yourself out, bled to death, and then Couch Cat would have eaten your remains just to survive. And no one would know for days because you’re a lonely recluse. You want that thing feasting on your rotting liver?” she asked, jerking her thumb over her shoulder to where my lazy roommate was currently lounging in the sun on the windowsill.  
 
    Harsh. But she had a point. 
 
    Willow frowned, lost in thought. She gave me a look of pity that made me feel every bit the youngest sister I was. “It’s a good thing we came to visit. We’re taking you out tonight. She grabbed my hands and started to peel me off my Craig’s List couch cushions. “If we’re going to make you presentable, we better start now if we want to get out before all the bars close.” 
 
    “Oh ha ha. You’re hilarious.” But she was also right. I let her pull me to standing, and Marlow immediately settled into my vacated spot, rummaging through my belongings on the coffee table, making herself completely at home. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, reaching for the spiral bound notebook that sat on top of the books I’d been studying earlier. 
 
    “Just a to-do list.” I reached my arms in the air, leaning side to side to get out all the kinks from my nap on the couch. 
 
    She scanned the list, no respect for privacy at all. But then again, it was Marlow. She didn’t know the meaning of privacy. “Who’s Trace?” 
 
    I’d started to walk toward my bedroom, but her question stopped me in my tracks, my head whipping around in panic. “What?” 
 
    “Right here on your to-do list.” She pointed to the notebook in front of her.  
 
    I hurried over to read what she was looking at because I couldn’t remember what I’d written. And I didn’t want to have to explain Trace to my sisters. 
 
      
 
    1. Take Couch Cat for shots 
 
    2. Get Willow’s sparkling water 
 
    3. Order new ink for printer 
 
    4. Fall in love with Trace 
 
      
 
    Number four was in a series of jagged letters that I recognized as Trace’s handwriting. When did he do this? It must have been earlier this morning before we left to go to his parents’ house. I’d left him alone in my living room while I went to change my shirt, which had been covered in blood.  
 
    Oh. My. God. He was just as nosy and intrusive as Marlow. Why would he write that? Going to lunch together was one thing. A few dates were even acceptable. But falling in love? That was never going to happen. And no, I hadn’t forgotten we were married, but we’d been together a collective 48 hours at most. Love?  
 
    I couldn’t catch my breath because my heart was knocking around my chest like a rabid dog trying to break free. 
 
    “Who’s Trace?” Willow asked this time, peeking over my shoulder at the list. 
 
    Marlow was peering up at me, and I realized my face was frozen in shock. I replaced my expression with one of amusement and gave an indulgent laugh, grabbing the notebook so that she couldn’t flip through it and see any other incriminating evidence. “Oh, that. Just some guy in one of my classes. He likes to write stupid stuff on my notes when I’m not paying attention.” 
 
    “Is he cute?” Marlow asked. 
 
    I huffed and walked away, tucking my damning lists under my arm and shaking my head as if the idea was ludicrous. “Not that it matters, but no.” He’s fucking gorgeous. “I don’t have time for a guy, cute or not. You know that, Marlow.” 
 
    “Well, you do tonight,” Willow promised, hooking her arm through my empty one and pulling me toward the bathroom. “And we’re not going to let you sneak away from us this time. Makeup first, then clothes.” 
 
    “Fine,” I conceded. “But I’m wearing my glasses. I can barely see out of my contacts.” 
 
    “Not the glasses,” Marlow whined. “You look like a librarian when you wear those things.” 
 
    “I’m cool with that,” I called over my shoulder. “Good girl, remember?”  
 
    Good girl. Maybe if I played the part, I’d be able to keep myself out of trouble. Without the temptation of Trace around, I had a pretty good chance of staying on the straight and narrow tonight no matter how much my sisters might push and pull. 
 
    “Nobody is perfect, Lolo,” Marlow shouted after me. “Good girls take risks too; they just don’t get caught. You’re not as innocent as you think you are. One day you’ll take a risk, and you’ll discover just how much fun being bad can be.” 
 
    I swallowed back my denial because she was right. And I wondered if she knew just how right she was. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was positive that in the last half hour, the guy driving our Uber car had been looking in the rearview mirror for at least twenty-seven of those minutes. Not that I could blame him. I had a hard time not gaping at Marlow…and she was my sister. 
 
    I leaned over to whisper to her. “I think that dress is two sizes too small for you. Your tits are hatching an escape plan right now. It’s like a prison riot in your dress.” 
 
    The driver must have heard the words “tits” and “escape” because his eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror, silently rooting for Marlow’s prisoners to break free. 
 
    She laughed. “My tits, your ass. At least one of those better have some fun tonight.” 
 
    I self-consciously pulled on the bottom of the dress I was wearing, for all the good it did me. Marlow had stuffed me into a tube of fabric that I was pretty sure was meant to be a skirt since my ass was barely covered. I tried to fight it, but she’d made me choose between the dress she was wearing and the one I had on. I figured an accidental mooning was a much smaller crime than a Harlow-Free-The-Nipple campaign. She also won the battle on the high heels, but only because my flats admittedly looked ridiculous with any of the outfits she’d brought.  
 
    Willow had brushed and dabbed and buffed me until my hair was tamed and my black eye was invisible, but I’d won the battle on the glasses. Even she wasn’t cruel enough to force me to put the contact lenses back in after she saw the state of my eyes after my nap. 
 
    Once they’d had their fun treating me like their own personal doll, the Uber was called, and we were on our way to the city. College Park had great bars, but my sisters wanted to go dancing, and for that we had to head into Baltimore. Charm City Nights was a nightclub in one of the newly renovated warehouses near Fells Point. It was no Vegas night club, but my sisters were appeased when I told them there was a DJ there tonight.  
 
    The driver pulled up alongside the curb, and when we got out, he handed Marlow a card, practically begging her to call him to be our ride home. I snorted. Yeah, I was sure he’d be happy to give her a ride.  
 
    When the car pulled away, she sighed, pulling her ID out of her bra. There was no way that dress wasn’t going to meet a disastrous end before the night was over. The strips of fabric were just no match for my sister’s curves. 
 
    “Do you realize we barely avoided four different accidents on the way here thanks to your rack?” I asked her, gesturing to her mountainous cleavage. “He’ll probably have to go jack off around the corner just to make it home in comfort.” 
 
    “Let’s stop being a prude for one night, okay?” Marlow asked sweetly. “The poor guy was driving an Uber car on a Saturday night. He at least deserved a good view for his efforts.” She tucked her arm in mine and pulled me toward the velvet ropes. 
 
    When we approached, the bouncer waved us forward, pulling aside the rope to let us in. I looked at the line of people waiting to pay to get in and realized it was all men. I guess that was one good thing about ladies’ night. No wait, and free drinks. The bouncer checked our IDs quickly and then we were being swallowed into the dark entrance, following the neon lights and deep thump of the music. 
 
    I pushed my glasses higher on my nose and squinted, trying to see a little better through the shadows. There was a part of me that felt protected behind my frames, almost like I was invisible. It was a ridiculous notion, but I felt it all the same. They made me a little braver, a Harlow with a different identity. A Harlow who could wear a skimpy outfit and maybe dance and have fun with her sisters. A Harlow who was in control this time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Several hours and handfuls of free drinks later, I found myself out on the dance floor, caught in the press of bodies, losing myself to the rhythm of the music. I was so hot, every inch of my skin was slippery. I felt like I was dancing with no one and everyone all at once.  
 
    “I’m gonna go rustle up some drinks,” Marlow shouted at me. She pointed at the bar, and I nodded. Willow had just left to go to the ladies’ room. “Don’t move from this spot.” She pointed to the floor below us almost violently.  
 
    The roll of my eyes was louder than anything I could have said to her. She left and the space she vacated was soon filled with other nameless bodies, all grinding to the beat. I closed my eyes, letting the music force my body to move, loving the freedom of not being lonely Harlow. Of shedding the good girl for the night.  
 
    Hands firmly gripped my waist and pulled me back against a tight, hard chest. “I thought they’d never leave you alone.”  
 
    His voice was the last one I’d expected to hear tonight, but my body answered him immediately, hips pressing into him, back arching so that his breath was at my ear. For a moment, I wondered if I was imagining things. 
 
    “I’ve had to watch these fucking morons drool all over you for the last hour, Cricket.” He spun me around so we were facing each other, not an inch of space between us. His hands smoothed down over my hips, not needing to go far before his fingers found the bottom edge of my tiny outfit. “This dress,” he growled, curling his fingers around the hem. “I thought I was going to lose my fucking mind.” I looked up to see his gaze fixed on my glasses. “You look like some sort of hot librarian, and all I want to do is fuck you up against a stack of books.”  
 
    As if his words weren’t clear enough, he moved his hips with mine to the music, and I was wondering where we could find a stack of books to remedy the raging hard-on that was pressed up against me.  
 
    Bad brain. Bad hormones. Bad Harlow. There would be no remedying of hard-ons tonight. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. Maybe it was the glasses, or the many drinks, or the shadows that made the whole thing surreal, but I was glad to see him. The ache I felt before was still there, throbbing and more intense now that his hands were on me.  
 
    Trace lowered his head until his mouth was against my temple. “I came with Jay and his date, Denton.” One of his hands cupped my ass, but I didn’t push him away. We were still moving to the music and then his other hand moved up, his fingers digging into my tangled hair to pull my face closer to his. “I thought it would be torture to be here without you, but then you walked in. With your sisters. What are the fucking chances?”  
 
    His mouth was so close my lips parted on instinct, desperate for him to kiss me. Our mouths drifted together, but just barely. His thigh pressed between mine, forcing the bottom of my dress to ride higher. His hand was still on my ass, his fingertips grazing the bare skin under the hem. 
 
    “Come home with me tonight,” he begged against my lips. “I’ll be your dirty secret again tomorrow if you give me tonight.” He pulled me against him, like his body could devour mine if I could just get close enough.  
 
    I wanted to say yes. I wanted to be reckless and needy and hungry. I wanted him. But leaving with him wasn’t a choice.  
 
    My hands went up around his shoulders, and my fingers buried deep in his hair, clutching tightly and pulling him into a kiss that threatened to completely unravel me. When I finally was able to pull away, I said, “I can’t go home with you. My sisters came here to visit me. I’m not going to bail on them.”  
 
    “What if they weren’t here? Would you go home with me?” His tone was low and sexy, but I caught the undercurrent of desperation behind his words, and it scared me. 
 
    I shook my head. “You said we’d date. I’m not just some easy score you can bang before we even have our first date,” I joked. 
 
    He pulled back to smirk at me. We both knew that was a lie. At least it had been in Vegas.  
 
    Instead of arguing, he pressed his thigh against me, rubbing me right where I ached the worst for him. A rush of need flooded me, crushing my lungs, pulling at my breaths and I realized that he could break me if he wanted. And I think he knew it. He only had to push a little more, and I’d fall like a deck of cards. I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “You can steal this one dance,” I managed to say.  
 
    His golden eyes flashed under the web of flickering lights overhead, and even though his face was still a collage of shadows, I didn’t miss the challenge I saw reflected back at me. “One dance?” 
 
    I nodded, biting the inside of my lip like that could somehow keep me in one piece. 
 
    “I guess I better make it worth it then.”  
 
    He crushed me to him, his hands and fingers and tongue and…fuck. He was everywhere. I couldn’t tell if the beat pulsing through me was from the music or my racing heart. Either way, it was a pounding that threatened to knock me off my feet. Trace held me to him, and I followed his movements, grinding, rocking, moving to the music. We were surrounded by so many hot, sweaty bodies we were nearly indistinguishable. His thigh was still between my legs, and my dress had moved so high that I could feel the scratch of his jeans through my thin panties. He was hard against my bare leg, and my breath came in short pants as he thrust his tongue against mine, the grip of his fingers in my hair holding me close so his mouth could ravage me. I clutched at his damp shirt, and I swear the only reason we weren’t fucking was because there were a few pieces of clothes in the way. Clothes I wanted to rip off. 
 
    Suddenly, both of his hands were on my ass, moving me against his leg and I could feel small echoes throbbing at my center, a promise that I could completely shatter if I just let go. Trace pulled back to look at me, and I could barely meet his eyes mine were so clouded over with lust and want and need. His hand slid over my hip and down the front of my thigh, teasing the edge of my dress. 
 
    “Do you want it?” He leaned down until his mouth was against my ear. “Song’s almost over, but I can still give you what you need, Cricket.” It was dark, and there were so many people around us we were nothing but another pair of shadows. 
 
    I think I nodded. His lips slammed against mine, tongue plunging into my mouth, consuming me. His finger inched under my dress. And along the edges of my panties. And underneath.  
 
    The second he touched me, skin to skin, I was lost. Just one slick swipe of his finger and my body was a million tiny explosions. He kept his hand still as my hips bucked against him, stealing the small sweet pressure from him. He continued to kiss me and let me take and take until I was shuddering. Almost boneless. His kissing slowed until our mouths were barely touching at all. He pulled back slightly to straighten my dress and pull it lower, his eyes never leaving mine. His arm was still holding me close, keeping me on my feet. Without his possessive warmth between my legs and on my mouth, I felt like all those tiny explosions had settled into a pile of ash in my stomach. I wanted him to stay close. I wanted— 
 
    He leaned in close again until our cheeks were touching. “I’m the only one who gets to dance with you like that,” he growled against my ear. “You hear me?” 
 
    I nodded because…holy hell, what could I say? 
 
    Trace looked over my shoulder. “See you in class on Monday.” Before I could blink, he was gone, and I was standing there in shock, spent and sated and completely still among the mass of rocking bodies around me. 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    I spun around to see my sisters had pushed their way back through the crowded dance floor, drinks in hand.  
 
    Holy shit. That was close. Too close. 
 
    I grabbed the drink Willow was holding out for me and took a huge gulp as if the answer to her question was somewhere in the bottom of the glass. I swallowed, but they were still looking at me, expecting an answer. I shrugged. “Just some guy I know from school. He came over to say hello.” 
 
    “Well,” Marlow shouted over the music, craning her neck to try to see him through the crowd and shadows. “I’ll take a hello like that any day.” She lifted her eyebrows, giving me a triumphant look as she took a sip of her drink. I wondered how much she’d seen, and realized it was going to be damn near impossible to keep my secrets from them forever. 
 
    “It was just a dance,” I countered. “Don’t make it more than it was.” I was such a fucking liar. It wasn’t just a dance. It was Trace. It was everything. 
 
    “Yeah?” She lifted her slim eyebrow and one edge of her mouth tilted into a grin. “Then you won’t mind if I get one from him.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    Marlow gave me a full grin. “You are such an awful liar. But I like it. I knew you had a bad girl in there somewhere.” 
 
    If only she knew. 
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    12. GEAR & GRIND 
 
    September 26, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE ON A TRAIL NEAR YOU By UrbanWheels.com   
 
    Look out East Coasters because Trace Stone is still hanging around. Washington state can have their Bigfoot sightings. We’re not jealous because Maryland has an infamous snowboarder to track down. First he was spotted in his hometown and then at an O’s game, but now we have reports he’s been seen at local skate parks and bike trails. The owner of the Gear & Grind Skate Park, a skate shop in northern Maryland, confirmed reports that Stone stopped by this past weekend to tune up his skateboard and mountain bike. When asked if he revealed the locations he planned to visit, the employees declined to comment.  
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I woke up Sunday morning with a desperate need to go fast. After my weekend of stolen moments with Harlow and a shit ton of sexual frustration, I needed a little danger to take the edge off. To keep me sane. If I didn’t get out of town, I just might give in to the urge to hunt her down and steal her away for the day, sisters be damned. 
 
    I wanted a hill and some speed. I needed to take some risks if only so I could feel in control again. It was time to find a steep mountain and throw myself down the side of it. 
 
    The sun was still struggling over the horizon when I shoved my mountain bike into the back of my pickup and made the two-hour drive to one of my favorite trails. Redfield wasn’t the hardest ride, but it was one of the closest, double black diamond bike trails, and I needed to work some things out. To feel the rush of the race, even if it was just me racing myself and my demons. 
 
    I usually didn’t hit the trails alone, it was dangerous, but I wasn’t in the mood for company today. Unless it came in the form of a pair of green eyes tucked behind fuck-me librarian glasses. I hadn’t been joking last night when I told Harlow I wanted to take her up against the stacks. Those glasses. Damn. I’d let her boss me around any day of the week if she wore those glasses. And nothing else. 
 
    I parked my truck in the lot at the bottom of the mountain and then began the long hard ride to the top of the trail. The one thing about snowboarding was that it was a difficult sport to train year-round. The logistics and cost of finding quality snow in warmer months was just an impossibility. So in the off-season, I skateboarded to retain my balance, stability, and muscle memory. I lifted and did anaerobic training to keep up my strength. And I rode my bike on trails that had bank turns and jumps to simulate the feel of the race. The details were slightly different between a skateboard and snowboard, and biking used a whole separate range of motions, but the fundamentals were the same. Keep the muscles strong. Trust your body. Find the perfect path with the least amount of effort.  
 
    My off-season training at the Blockhouse hadn’t been disastrous. That’s not why I’d left. I jumped ship because I’d been missing that spark—that need to be flawless and perfect in my movements. At the time, my thoughts were scattered, and I was all too aware that my training wasn’t pure. I was half-assing it. And I’d never half-assed anything before. I bailed on the Blockhouse because I knew I wasn’t giving 100%, and I hated being ineffective.  
 
    But today, when I reached the top of the trail and saw the steep hill laid out before me, I felt ready to race. To conquer. To tear through anything in my way. I was more ready than I’d been since the accident.  
 
    I was going to own this fucking hill.  
 
    The moment my feet hit the pedals and my front wheel launched over the first drop-off, all the distractions faded away, and I was me again. Cocky. Hardcore. Badass. 
 
    Trace Stone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Harlow refused to look at me when I sat down beside her in class the next day, but she couldn’t hide the flush that crept up her neck and over her cheeks.  
 
    “How was the rest of your weekend, Cricket?” I asked, reaching into my bag. 
 
    “Good.” Her voice wavered, and I smirked, confident that nothing had been as good as her dance with me.  
 
    She continued to scribble out another one of her lists, twirling a piece of hair between the fingers of her free hand. I resisted the urge to look at her list today since she seemed to be doing her best to block my view of it. I grinned, wondering what she thought when she discovered the addition I left on her list Saturday morning. I don’t know why I wrote it. I didn’t really mean it, I just liked knowing it would fluster her when she read it. 
 
    I pulled the thick envelope out of my bag and reached over, placing it on her lap. Her breath caught, and I noticed my fingers were close to where they’d been the other night at the dance club. They twitched, wanting a repeat performance. Reluctantly, I let go. 
 
    “What’s this?” she managed to ask, dropping her eyes to the package in her lap. 
 
    “Pictures.” I stared at her profile, waiting for the moment she dared to meet my gaze. She blinked a few times, and I wondered what thoughts were racing through her mind. When she finally looked at me, I was surprised to see vulnerability in her eyes…like I held some sort of power over her, and she wasn’t sure what I’d do with it. “I promised you I’d bring them, remember?” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh.” Her lips wrapped around that tiny syllable with little more than a whisper, and she looked down at her lap again. She grabbed the envelope with shaky hands and quickly tucked it away in her backpack. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with them?” I tried to keep my tone light and unaffected, but handing the photos over to her felt a little like giving up. I still had her promise of two months of dates, but the pictures were concrete evidence of what we’d done. For some inexplicable reason, I didn’t want to let go of that. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t really know yet.” 
 
    “Just—” I exhaled, running a hand back through my hair. “Just don’t throw them away.” I frowned at the pencil in my other hand and rolled it between my finger and thumb, remembering. “No matter what happens after Thanksgiving, it was still a good night.” 
 
    She was quiet for a while, and I thought she wouldn’t answer. Finally, she said, “Yeah. It was.” 
 
    I tapped my pencil on the end of my notebook. The thin piece of wood bounced off the wire ring. “You busy tonight? We could have dinner.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she quickly responded. “I have too much work to catch up on. I didn’t get anything done while my sisters were here.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” I countered. 
 
    “I have an article due Wednesday.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth and turned to face her. “What night are you free this week?” 
 
    She glanced up quickly, but her eyes fell back to her list. She refused to hold my gaze. Her pen was tracing around the numbers of the items on her list, making them harsh and thick. “I’m sorry. I’m just really busy this week. I can’t get behind on my work.” 
 
    “You sure you’re not trying to back out of our deal, Cricket?” 
 
    “No.” It sounded like a question instead of a denial. 
 
    “In that case, keep Friday open. You’re all mine.” I snatched her list out of her surprised grip and set it on my desk so I could add to it. 
 
      
 
    1. Mail Marlow’s thong back to her 
 
    2. Clip Couch Cat’s nails 
 
    3. Finish book-to-movie article 
 
    4. Bus. of Journ. homework 
 
    5. Essay for Comm. 
 
    6. Go on a date with Trace and get naked if possible 
 
      
 
    Her exaggerated eye roll and disgusted grunt when I gave it back to her was exactly what I was aiming for. Especially when it was followed by a smile she tried to hide behind her hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Since Harlow was busy all week and our date wasn’t until Friday, I was left with a lot of downtime. Knowing that being with her wasn’t a possibility, my workouts became my focus. The weather was great, and I found a couple of bike trails nearby that I frequented during the day. At night, I was able to convince Gear & Grind Skate Park to rent out their space after hours so I could work on my board skills without a crowd. A strange sense of calm seemed to come over me and in all those hours spent alone, I was rediscovering my drive. Friday night was reserved for Harlow, but when I wasn’t in class, all the hours in between were spent tearing down my fears, and rebuilding my confidence and the fire inside. Everything seemed to be falling into place. The doubt was fading away. 
 
    That’s why on Friday morning, I was equal parts pissed and worried when Harlow didn’t show for class. Did she know the professor was showing a video? Was she too embarrassed to watch it with me sitting next to her? Or was she sick? Or worse yet, maybe she was trying to get out of our date. Again.  
 
    When I texted her to ask if she was okay, she replied with a vague answer about being on deadline and needing to skip class to work on an article. And that’s how I found myself heading to the third floor of the South Campus Dining Hall later that evening where the Diamondback newsroom was located.  
 
    For being the offices of the student newspaper, the location was a little farther removed from the center of campus than I had expected. I peered through the window to see a room stuffed full of desks and computers, stacks of papers littering every available surface. The walls were a patchwork of framed articles, pictures, and awards. The door was locked, but I could see a guy working inside. I knocked, and when he saw me, he stared at me in surprise for a few seconds before shooting up from his seat and hurrying to answer the door.  
 
    “Hi. I’m looking for—” 
 
    “Holy shit,” he interrupted me. “You’re Trace Stone.” He grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m Flex.” 
 
    “Uh, hi.” I reached up with my free hand to pull the brim of my hat lower, a knee-jerk response to being recognized. “I’m looking—” 
 
    “Come in, come in,” he said backing away from the door. Once he was in the middle of the room, looking at me, he reached up to his hair and gripped it with both hands, pulling it in excitement. When he let go, his straight black hair was standing on end. “Trace freakin’ Stone. Here.” He shook his head like he couldn’t believe his luck. “This is insane dude.”  
 
    When I still hadn’t moved, he waved me in, and I reluctantly left my spot at the doorway. I hadn’t expected to be recognized. Maybe coming here hadn’t been a good idea. “Look,” I said. “I’d appreciate it if you’d keep the whole Trace Stone thing quiet. I’m trying to keep a low profile.” 
 
    Flex grinned. “Oh yeah, dude. Totally. You know, you’re actually in one of my classes and I thought about swinging by and saying hello one day, but I’ve seen the news lately. I figured you were doing the whole incognito thing.” He gestured to my hat, which admittedly, was a poor excuse for a disguise. 
 
    “We have a class together?” 
 
    His face brightened with a smile, and I wondered if Flex was ever anything but thrilled. “Econ. On Tuesdays and Thursdays.” 
 
    I nodded. “Professor Marks.” It was a large lecture hall. I wasn’t surprised I didn’t recognize him. I was surprised he’d picked me out of the crowd, though. 
 
    He pointed at me. “That’s the one.” As if finally realizing I wasn’t there for a social visit he stuffed his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels before tilting his head in curiosity. “Anyway. What was it you needed?” 
 
    “I’m actually looking for Harlow Ransom.” 
 
    “Harley?” His face broke out into another grin, and I finally put two and two together. Flex.  
 
    This was the guy I’d seen on several of Harlow’s lists. The one who took her to family gatherings and taught her how to pick crabs. I tried to decode his smile. Was it one of a friend, or something more?  
 
    “Oh yeah,” he said. “She’ll be in pretty soon. Said she had some work to do on her movie article. Is she doing an article on you, too?” he asked hopefully. And then he frowned. “Wait. She does lifestyle and opinion articles. Why would she do an article on you?” he asked himself while looking at me in curiosity. “Sports aren’t really her thing. I mean, she didn’t even know who Terrell Suggs was.” He shook his head in disappointment. “She could probably name every book and movie coming out this year, but doesn’t know the difference between a field goal and a two-point conversion.” 
 
    That was pretty much what I figured. I chuckled and shook my head. “No. She’s not doing an article on me. I don’t want it to get around that I’m taking classes here. It would be too distracting.” 
 
    Flex nodded. “I get it, I get it. So. You want to stick around and wait for her? She said she’d be here around five.” He glanced at the clock. “That’s only fifteen minutes from now.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” 
 
    He brushed away the question with a wave of his hand. “Nah. I was about to take a break anyway. You play?” he asked, nodding to the ping pong table shoved against the wall on the right side of the room. 
 
    “Not since I was a kid,” I admitted.  
 
    Flex crossed the room in a few quick strides to dig around in a desk, and then came back with two paddles, handing one to me. “Here you can use one of mine.” 
 
    I took the offered paddle and slapped the flat wood against my other palm. “Yeah sure. Why not?”  
 
    Flex answered me with another grin and we squared off across from each other. When he swung and the ball streaked across the net in a blur of white, I felt like a kid again. Instinct kicked in and I returned the shot with ease. All the years Huck and I had spent playing this game in our basement came flooding back to me, and soon Flex and I were trading insults.  
 
    “Is that all you got, Stone?” Flex asked when my shot went wide and flew under a desk. “My four-year-old niece has better aim than that.” He fetched the ball and fired another serve over the net. I returned it, catching the edge of the table and earning a frustrated whack of Flex’s paddle against the wood when he missed. 
 
    “Maybe if you’d stop playing with four-year-olds you could have gotten that one,” I said. 
 
    It went on like that for what felt like an hour. We were both sweating and trash talking, turning the newsroom into our own personal battlefield. I snatched the ball and served. 
 
    “You’re letting him use your paddle?” The voice was raised in anger. 
 
    Flex caught the ball in his palm, and we both turned to find Harlow standing next to the table. Her hands were fisted at her sides, and she was seething. At Flex. It was refreshing to see her anger turned to someone other than me. 
 
    “Hey, Harley. I didn’t hear you come in.” Flex flashed her a megawatt smile that seemed to be his default expression. He leaned over the table to whisper-yell to her. “I’m playing ping pong with Trace Stone. The Trace Stone.” 
 
    She spared me a brief glance before crossing her arms and glaring at Flex again. “I can see that. But why does he get to use your ping pong paddle?” 
 
    Flex furrowed his brows. “Because he’s Trace Stone, Harley.” 
 
    Harley? He’d said that a couple of times and I honestly didn’t like the fact that he had a pet nickname for her. 
 
    “But you don’t let me use your paddle, and I’m your best friend.” She pouted, which was so fucking adorable I wanted to kiss her. I didn’t miss the fact, though, that she said best friend.  
 
    Sorry Flex, you’ve been friend-zoned. 
 
    He didn’t look put out at all. He just laughed. 
 
    “Come on, Harley. You suck at ping pong. I can’t let you use my paddle and get it all infected with your suck-cooties. That paddle is undefeated,” he said, pointing across the table to it. He turned and faced me. “I mean, it was up until today, anyway.” 
 
    “You’re only ahead by one,” I said, pointing his champion paddle at him. 
 
    Harlow rounded on me as if suddenly remembering I was there. “What are you doing here anyway?” 
 
    “We had plans tonight, remember?” 
 
    Her eyes darted away, and she reached up to tuck some hair behind her ear. “I told you I was busy tonight.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Flex said, rounding the table and standing in front of Harlow. “This is Trace Stone! How could you be too busy for him?” 
 
    I was beginning to like Flex more by the minute. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and glared at him again. “Why do you keep saying his whole name like that?” she snapped. “It’s weird.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It sounds cooler that way. I mean you wouldn’t call Brad Pitt, Brad. Or Michael Jordan, Michael. Trace Stone is a two name kind of guy. He needs two names for all the awesome.” 
 
    Move over Harlow, I think Flex is my new best friend. 
 
    Harlow dropped her head in her hands and shook it back and forth. “I gotta go,” she muttered. She spun around and went to one of the desks to grab a folder that was laying on top of it. She tucked it under her arm and then hurried to the door. She cast a glance between Flex and me, and I could read the worry in her eyes as she stood there with her hand on the doorknob. She didn’t want Flex to know about us. I was a secret, even from her best friend.  
 
    She was walking out of the door before I could stop her.  
 
    Flex looked at me, unfazed, as if Harlow’s behavior was completely normal. “You want to finish the game?” 
 
    I tapped the paddle on the edge of the table. “Only if you’re prepared to lose.” Losing wasn’t in my vocabulary. Not with Flex, and certainly not with Harlow. I’d finish the game and let her think she won this round. But the night was still early. And I had nothing but time. I was becoming an expert at wearing down her ridiculous defenses. 
 
    “She’s watching Pride and Prejudice tonight,” Flex said, catching me off guard. 
 
    I paused with my hands hovering over the table, the paddle and ball ready to serve. “What?” 
 
    “For her article. She’ll be at her apartment. Watching the movie.” 
 
    “Yeah?” At least tracking her down wouldn’t be hard. 
 
    Flex tossed his paddle in the air, letting it flip twice before catching it. “She doesn’t usually eat dinner because she hates to cook.” 
 
    I gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “She loves the pizza at Blaze, the new place on Route One.” 
 
    Understood. “Toppings?”  
 
     He grinned. “Any kind of veggies. And don’t forget the sausage.” 
 
    Oh, I’d bring the sausage all right. It seemed I had dinner plans after all. 
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    13. ALL CAUGHT UP 
 
    September 30, 2016 
 
    All Aboard the Hot Mess Express By Harlow Ransom   
 
    Harlow Ransom might have her GPA under control, but that’s the only thing she seems to be mastering these days.  
 
    “Every time I come to visit, she’s sitting in that apartment alone, with nothing but a catnip-addicted feline for company,” Willow informed us. “And she eats like a twelve-year-old boy. The last time I came to see her, I literally watched her eat an entire sleeve of Thin Mints. By herself. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I was with her all day and I honestly don’t think she even brushed her hair once.” 
 
    When informed of her sister’s accusations, Harlow was quick to dispel the rumors. “None of that is true. I offered to share the cookies with Willow, and I even saw her take one when she thought I wasn’t looking.” 
 
    When asked about the hair accusations, Harlow scoffed. “I was at home all day doing homework. Everyone knows brushing is optional if you put your hair up in a messy bun. Right?” 
 
    No, Harlow. Just. No. 
 
    After hearing that explanation, Willow admitted that she sometimes finds it hard to believe she and Harlow actually share the same DNA. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Harlow more than anything. But for someone who consistently pulls in a 4.0 GPA, she knows nothing about being a college student.” 
 
    “Yeah,” her other sister, Marlow, interjected. “I heard she turned down a date with that hot guy from the nightclub so she could go home and study. Have you seen that guy? I had three orgasms when I saw him, and that was from clear across the fucking dance floor. The way he was dancing with her, I think he’d serve his dick up on a platter if she was hungry.” 
 
    Willow agreed. “She definitely needs to get her priorities straight because she’s missing out on all the fun college has to offer.” 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t guilt I was feeling. No way. That heaviness in my stomach? It had to be the taco I scarfed down for lunch when I ran all the way to my class in Knight Hall after finishing my shift at the Dairy. I was just stressed out from all the things on my list that I still hadn’t crossed off, not because I’d blown Trace off. 
 
    Blown Trace off. Ugh. Poor choice of words. And now I was thinking about… 
 
    Never mind. I had a movie to watch, thoughtful observations to make, and an article to write. 
 
    I set everything up, my books and papers scattered around me on the couch, all my things within easy reach. My pajamas were on, my glasses were in place, and my hair was twisted into a tangled knot on top of my head. I was ready for the perfect night in. Once my ass hit those cushions, I had no plans to get up. My laptop, which was on the coffee table, already had Netflix pulled up, Pride and Prejudice queued and waiting to be enjoyed. All I needed was a sleeve of Thin Mints for dinner, and I was set.  
 
    My hand had barely touched the handle of the freezer when the doorbell rang.  
 
    Weird. Maybe Flex had changed his mind. He outright refused to watch the movie when I mentioned it earlier, but maybe he missed me as much as I missed him. We hadn’t had a chance to hang out since he started dating the new photographer for the Diamondback. He’d wooed her with his fancy floating card magic trick, and they’d been inseparable ever since. I figured since I was the one who had bought the magic trick kit for him from the Houdini store in Vegas, he owed me. Watching a chick flick with his lonely best friend was acceptable payment for helping him score with the hottie at work. Right? 
 
    I smiled, already imagining the side comments he’d probably make throughout the movie, and rushed to answer the door before he changed his mind. 
 
    I made it down the hallway without tripping over my cat, or face planting, but when I pulled the door open, I felt like I’d been punched in the face anyway.  
 
    Trace was standing there, looking like all my favorite desserts rolled into one. His baseball cap was gone, and his hair was styled, blue tips striking against the dark, messy waves. He was dressed like he’d been the night I’d seen him at the club—well-worn jeans hugging his muscular legs and black tee showing all the ridges and bulges and…holy hell. My fingers twitched, itching to touch…something. Anything. All of him. Whatever I could get away with. 
 
    His eyes were a warm honey color, but they seemed to kindle into something more molten as they quickly traveled from my ratty knot of hair down to my bare feet. His gaze missed nothing as he scanned me and I was keenly aware that I was a bra-less, hot mess. And not hot mess as in…an attractive disaster, like Kesha or Lindsay Lohan. Oh no. I was a hot mess as in…someone spilled a case of half-eaten burritos on a pile of polyester track suits…and then set the whole fucking thing on fire.  
 
    Harlow Ransom ready for a night in was a hot, icky, disgusting mess. 
 
    I wanted to slam the door shut and hide, but I was frozen in shock. Clearly, my hormones were in control because I just stood there drooling over Trace.  
 
    “You went with the hot librarian look. I approve.” He held out a pizza box from Blaze. “I heard you liked sausage.” One side of his mouth curved up into a smirk, and I didn’t miss his tone of voice or his sexual innuendo.  
 
    How could he manage to flirt with me when I looked like I’ve clawed my way out of a dumpster? He must be desperate for company. 
 
    Unsure of what else to do, I took the pizza box out of his hands. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    He stepped forward, and when I backed out of the way in a desperate act of self-preservation, he walked inside the apartment. “The library was full, and I figured since you were working on a project and we originally had plans for dinner, I could kill two birds with one stone. Date night turned study night.” He patted his messenger bag. “So,” he said, looking around. “Where do we do this studying thing?” 
 
    The library was full. Sure.  
 
    “I’m not studying tonight. I’m doing research for my article. I’m watching a film.” My lips twisted into a vicious grin. “Pride and Prejudice,” I added. No way would any guy willingly sit through a chick flick like that by choice. 
 
    “Great. I’ll just study while you watch.” Trace flashed me a smile and then sauntered into my living room and shuffled my things around to make room for himself on my couch where it was apparent I’d set up shop.  
 
    I watched, mouth hung open in surprise, as he set a brown paper bag down on the coffee table. Shit. Maybe he was hoping to get lucky.  
 
    “Thirsty?” he asked, reaching inside the bag. I expected him to pull out beer or some other liquor to go with the pizza, but instead he had two smoothies. 
 
    How did he know I liked smoothies? 
 
    Easy genius. Same way he knew you liked Blaze pizza.  
 
    Flex was such a sellout. 
 
    I inched my way closer to the coffee table. “What flavor?” 
 
    Trace’s grin was triumphant, and I knew…I just knew… “Strawberry.” 
 
    Dammit. There was no way I had the willpower to kick Blaze pizza and a strawberry smoothie out the door. Even if they were delivered by someone who had the ability to ruin me.  
 
    “Fine,” I said, approaching him slowly as if he might bite. “You can stay, but just so you know, this isn’t a booty call,” I said firmly. If I set the rules out ahead of time, there would be no disappointment for either of us. 
 
    “Never said it was.” He sat down on the couch and when he bent over to go through his messenger bag, his shirt slid up, and I got an eyeful of tan skin and perfect muscles.  
 
    I wanted to lick him. I literally wanted to lick him. And rip off his clothes. And my clothes. And then ride him off into the sunset.  
 
    Or something that didn’t sound quite so odd, but still involved all our naked parts meeting up. 
 
    I hitched the pizza box up on my hip so I could wipe my forehead with my other hand. Great. As if things weren’t bad enough already, now I was sweating like a pregnant nun just from the sight of a patch of skin.  
 
    “Come on. Sit down,” Trace said, pointing to the spot next to him. “That sausage pizza is gonna get cold if you just keep standing there. You like your meat hot don’t you?” 
 
    There was a tingling sensation deep in my pelvis and I swear, for a moment, I thought it might be possible for him to make me come with words alone. It wasn’t fair that so much yummy eye candy was packaged with such a filthy mouth. Both were a distraction I didn’t need right now. 
 
    I did as he said, though, and sat down, careful to keep distance between us. I grabbed my notebook and held it against my chest like a shield. Trace ignored my awkwardness and opened the box of pizza. He took out two slices and handed me one without a word. I took a bite. and when he opened his textbook to read, I finally leaned forward and pressed play on the movie.  
 
    I did my best to take notes, but I couldn’t stop peeking out of the corner of my eye at him. I expected some snarky remark about the characters or the way they spoke, but he kept his attention on his own work. The only time he looked up was to get another slice of pizza or take a sip of his smoothie. 
 
    After a while, I almost forgot he was there and finally gave Elizabeth Bennett and Mr. Darcy my full attention. 
 
    “Most ardently,” Trace muttered beside me in his impression of a British accent. “That’s pretty smooth. I’ll have to remember that one.”  
 
    I looked over to see that he’d put his book away and was now fully watching the movie, his arm slung over the back of the couch, his fingers dangerously close to touching the back of my neck. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer him, but Couch Cat interrupted, sprawling out on the floor at my feet. She was doing her mournful howling cry and swiping her arm under the couch, which she was too fat to fit under anymore. 
 
    “Is she dying?” Trace asked, scowling down at my cat.  
 
    I leaned over and paused the movie. “No. Her ball of catnip must have rolled under there. She always acts like that when she needs a hit. If I don’t get it for her, she’ll just keep doing that. Forever.”  
 
    I got down on the floor and peered under the couch. I could see the ball had rolled pretty far underneath, almost to the wall. I reached as far as I could, trying to get it, but the toy was just beyond my fingertips. 
 
    “I have to admit, when I imagined you on all fours, this was not at all what I had in mind.” Trace chuckled. 
 
    I shot him a nasty look over my shoulder even though I remembered all too well how nice it was to be on all fours in front of him. Or sprawled out underneath him. Or pressed up against the wall.  
 
    Settle down cowgirl. This is not a booty call. I repeat, this is not a booty call. 
 
    Couch Cat continued to whine, so I laid down on my stomach and stretched as far as I could. My head was halfway under the couch when I finally wrapped my fingers around the ball. I gave it a hard swipe through the dust balls and reminded myself to add clean under the couch to my to-do list. The ball rolled to freedom and across the room where my demanding cat chased after it. 
 
    I started to scoot back out and found…I couldn’t. I reached up to my head, and my heart plummeted. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, wiggling my head back and forth. Ouch. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Trace bent over to look at me. “Are you stuck?” 
 
    “My hair,” I whined. “My hair is all caught up in the springs.” My fingers worked furiously against the curls of metal to untangle my hair, but it was one giant knot, and I couldn’t see a damn thing. 
 
    “Here. Let me help.” Trace knelt down in front of me to get in position for a better view. His strong fingers worked gently against my head and I could feel his hot breath on my neck. But all I could see was the fact that I was face-to-face with the giant bulge in his pants. I repeat…giant. A giant dick was an inch from my face, thrusting closer to my mouth with every movement he made. So help me God, my hair was knotted up like a set of Christmas lights and all I could think about was blowing Trace. And not the kind of blowing off I’d done earlier. 
 
    “Man. You’ve made a mess of this,” he complained.  
 
    He scooted closer for a better look at my predicament in the springs. When his groin pressed against my face, instinct finally kicked in. “Just get the scissors,” I yelled. 
 
    Trace shuffled back on his knees and looked down at me. “You don’t want me to cut your hair, Cricket. You’ll have a huge bald spot. Just give me a second to work it out.” He started to get back in position, and I pushed him away with the arm that wasn’t trapped under the sofa. If he put his gigantic package in my face again, I was going to lose control and do something I would never be able to undo. 
 
    Undo? Like his zipper? 
 
    “Just cut it,” I shouted, using all my strength to shove his leg away. “I don’t care if there’s a bald spot. Just get me out of here.” I panicked and started wriggling, but I was just as stuck as before. I whimpered when I felt the sharp sting of my hair being pulled, but I kept thrashing around like a lunatic anyway. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” He leaned back on his heels, hands up in surrender. “Where are the scissors?” 
 
    I blew out a relieved breath. “Nightstand. Next to my bed. I have a sewing kit in there.” 
 
    He stood up and his footsteps echoed across the floor as he went in my room. The moment I heard the drawer of my nightstand open, my brain finally started working again.  
 
    Shit. Shit, oh shit, oh shit. Not the nightstand! How stupid could I be? 
 
    “Cricket,” Trace’s voice echoed happily through the apartment. That one tiny word was full of amused accusation.  
 
    I was never going to live this down. Never. 
 
    A few seconds later, he came out of my room with scissors in one hand and…Buzz in the other. Trace’s smile couldn’t be any wider, and my humiliation couldn’t be any more complete. “Is this for later? Because I’d certainly like to help you out if you’re feeling a bit needy.” He waved Buzz around, his eyes a burnished gold as he gazed down at me. 
 
    I stared helplessly up at him, opened my mouth to respond…and then started to cry. 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” he swore, kneeling down next to me. “What did I say? Why are you crying? I was just kidding, Cricket.” 
 
    “I’m a pathetic mess,” I said.  
 
    “No, you’re not,” he sighed, tossing the scissors and Buzz into the middle of the floor.  
 
    As soon as the toy made contact with the carpet, it switched on, buzzing loudly and rattling around like a flesh-colored cucumber having a seizure. That only made me cry harder. Now Trace knew I was a sad pathetic cat lady with a drawer full of sex toys. I don’t know why it bothered me, but it did. And if that wasn’t bad enough, my darling cat decided to abandon her catnip to slowly stalk Buzz, batting at him with her paw. 
 
    Humiliation was too kind a word for my current predicament. 
 
    “Marlow’s right,” I sniffled. “I’m gonna be a lonely hermit living off cat food and Judge Judy reruns. And the only thing that’ll ever be between my legs is something that needs batteries.” 
 
    “Hey,” Trace said, rubbing my hair, his fingers immediately snagging on the knots. “That’s not true. I’ll gladly get between your legs, Cricket. Been there. Enjoyed the view. Wouldn’t mind a repeat visit.” 
 
    “And I’ll have a bald spot now, too,” I whined, ignoring his offer for a pity fuck. Because seriously. My dildo was hopping around my living room, and my head was stuck to the bottom of my couch. I was dressed like I fell into a thrift store and wandered out two decades later. I was a disaster. 
 
    “Stop crying.” Trace grabbed my chin and softly pressed his lips to mine. I was so surprised, the tears stopped immediately. He kept his lips against mine for a few seconds until he was sure the tears were completely gone. When he finally released me and met my gaze, his expression was one of protectiveness. “I’ll get your hair untangled, Harlow. Don’t worry.”  
 
    I really didn’t deserve the kindness. 
 
    When I nodded, he moved around to lay down on the floor in front of me so our foreheads were almost touching. Then he began the painstaking process of freeing me.  
 
    *** 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, we collapsed on the couch. Both of our heads were thrown back against the cushions in exhaustion. Trace let his face fall sideways to look at me. 
 
    “Your glasses are all crooked now.” He grinned. “And your hair is all over the place. It looks like you’ve been freshly fucked.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so lucky,” I mumbled, closing my eyes. 
 
    “I’m still here,” he said. “And look. Buzz is still going strong.” 
 
    Yes. I told him my dildo had a name. It was the least I could do seeing as how he spent a good portion of the evening preventing me from needing a weave. Or a wig. 
 
    “I still have a lot of work to do,” I said evasively. 
 
    He nodded and looked up at the ceiling. “Another time then.” 
 
    We sat quietly for a bit, and for once, the silence was comfortable. The hair problem had wiped out my defense mechanisms. Besides, Trace wasn’t a bad guy. I guess I never really thought he was, but it had become more evident after he saved me from my own stupidity. 
 
    “You know,” I said, breaking the silence. “Marlow was joking last time she was here that if I fell and hurt myself, no one would even know. I’d die all alone here in this apartment. My clumsiness is going to kill me one of these days. And no one would ever know.” 
 
    Trace reached up to put his hands behind his head and stretched out further along my couch, getting comfortable. “True. Guess I’ll just have to come here to study every night to make sure you’re fed properly and not caught in a piece of furniture. Or trying to put your face through the front door.” 
 
    I let my head fall to the side, enjoying the sight of his strong profile as he relaxed. “The library is always so crowded,” I offered. 
 
    His grin came first, and then he opened his eyes and looked over at me. “See you tomorrow night? Same time?” 
 
    Tomorrow was Saturday, a night people usually partied instead of studied, but instead of pointing that out, I said. “Sure.” 
 
    With a groan, he sat up and gathered his stuff, shoving it all back into his messenger bag. Then he stood up, walked across the room, picked up Buzz, turned him off, and stuck him in the bag too. 
 
    I sat up quickly. “Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” He was not taking Buzz. How was I supposed to get to sleep tonight? 
 
    Trace slung the bag over his shoulder and patted it with his hand. “Told ya, Cricket. If you’re feeling needy, I’ll help you out. I don’t mind if Buzz helps too, but I’m gonna be there as the main attraction.” 
 
    My mouth was open to protest, but I couldn’t speak.  
 
    “See you tomorrow.” He leaned down to give me a quick kiss and then was out the door.  
 
    I couldn’t do anything but think of Trace…and Buzz…and holy shit. I needed a cold shower. 
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    14. CLOSE RANGE 
 
    October 8, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE IS RAMPING UP FOR X-GAMES 2017 By National Sports Network   
 
    We’ve received news that American snowboarder, Trace Stone, will be participating in several tour events leading up to the 2017 X-Games. His agent, Jesse Dunne, confirmed the reports earlier today. 
 
    “Stone’s training has been going very well and he’s excited to get back to competing,” Dunne said. “His first competition is scheduled for the beginning of December.” 
 
    When asked where Trace was training and what he was doing to make sure he was back in top shape, Dunne declined to give specifics. 
 
    “The main goal is for him to stay focused right now and I don’t think that can happen if the media and fans are clamoring to the locations where he’s training. It’s important that he remains distraction-free.” 
 
    That might be a hard request for fans and media to honor. Trace Stone is the biggest name in snowboard cross and everyone is eager to see his comeback. Reports are still surfacing that Stone is back East for his training. His agent would neither confirm nor deny those reports. 
 
    “I guarantee you that Stone is working hard,” Dunne replied. “No one wants him to get back to winning more than he does.” 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I’d never done so much studying in my life—or been so sexually frustrated. As promised, I’d shown up at Harlow’s apartment every night, books in hand and Buzz tucked away in my messenger bag. Just in case. And while I didn’t make any moves on her while I was there, I had imagined 943,000 ways to make her come. On my hand. On my mouth. On my cock. Hell, I’d even imagined her coming on Buzz. I wasn’t picky.  
 
    I was, however, probably going to spend another night getting up close and personal with my right hand. I’d started my workout as soon as the sun was up this morning, so I’d gotten to her place early. And she was already studying. It’d be a full day of Harlow, which was both good and bad news. The good news…I wanted to be around her, and we were getting along great. The bad news…today she was wearing skin tight yoga pants and a tiny tank top that were designed specifically to torture me. All my brain could focus on was the fact that I could have those pants in a pile on the floor with one hard yank. And those glasses. Jesus. She was wearing the fucking glasses again. I wondered if she wore them to turn me on or turn me away.  
 
    Either way, Harlow was my obsession. It didn’t matter if she had a bloody nose, her hair tangled in the springs of the couch, a strange addiction to writing lists, or the bad habit of rolling her eyes when she pretended not to enjoy my flirting. None of that was a turnoff. Her clumsiness was adorable, and I loved that I was the one who always got to patch her up. Her ridiculous lists made her seem uptight, but I knew she had a naughty streak. I remembered what was hidden under those clothes…what that body could do. She pretended to hate my jokes, but she couldn’t resist laughing at them. And I craved that laugh. I got high on the way she smiled with her entire body when she let her guard down. I wanted her, and that wasn’t going to change no matter how hard she tried to convince me otherwise. 
 
    The strange thing was, no matter how frustrated I was when I left at the end of every night, it was worth it. We were strangers when we first got married, but now we were friends. That didn’t mean I didn’t want more from her. It also didn’t mean I was going to just sit back and let the next few weeks of our deal pass by only doing homework together. In fact, these study sessions didn’t even count as dates in my mind, so she had a lot of catching up to do on her end of the deal.  
 
    I’d make my move eventually, but the timing had to be right. As Tom Hanks said in You’ve Got Mail, I was in the middle of a project that needed…tweaking. And I was going to tweak the hell out of this situation until Harlow realized just how good we were together. 
 
    I looked up from my textbook just in time to catch her glance away and blush. She was totally checking me out. She thought I didn’t notice. I did. I was keeping a tally of covert glances, and although I was still in the lead, she had her fair share too. I slammed my book shut and tossed it on the coffee table. Her eyes darted to mine. 
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing. Just taking a break.” I stood up and walked over to the sliding glass door that led to her tiny balcony. I looked out the window and then raised my arms, stretching. I knew my shirt had ridden up and that she was getting a good look at just how hard I trained and worked out. And it meant she was looking exactly where I wanted her to. I grabbed my elbow and pulled my arm across my chest and then switched it up to do the other one, making sure she got an eyeful of bicep and whatever else she wanted to ogle.  
 
    When I turned away from the window, I caught her again, shifting her gaze away from me. I grinned. I walked over to the bookshelf on the other side of the room and picked up one of the pictures sitting on top. It was of Harlow and the two girls I’d seen her with at the nightclub a few weeks ago. I turned to face her and held the photo up, raising my eyebrows in silent question. 
 
    “My sisters. Marlow and Willow.” A soft smile spread across her face. She relaxed against the couch, the sunlight playing across the bare skin of her arm, shoulders, and face. 
 
    I nodded, dropping my eyes to the picture again. “You have the same eyes.”  
 
    Harlow laughed. “Yeah. The one thing we all inherited from our mom.” She rolled the pencil between her fingers. “We all have different dads. That’s why we don’t look anything alike,” she added. She didn’t sound ashamed, just sad. 
 
    I walked back over to the couch, still holding the photo, and then dropped down to sit next to her. Closer than I had been before. “Are you close to them?” 
 
    She leaned in to look at the picture I held and her chest brushed against my arm. Her skin was warm from the sunlight that was shining in through the balcony door. “Yes. We all lived together, with my mom, for a while. I’m the youngest, so I guess I had it the easiest. I only ever had one dad. Willow and Marlow had to move around a lot. My mom went through boyfriends so often, sometimes we didn’t even know their names. Marlow and Willow lived with us until I was eight.” She gently took the picture out of my hand, rubbing her thumbs up the sides of the frame as she gazed at the image. “That’s when my mom walked out and never came back. After that, we each got sent to live with our dads. Honestly, anything was better than living with a shitty mother like ours, but it was hard to be so far away from my sisters for months at a time after seeing them every single day.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    Harlow set the picture in her lap and took a deep breath, releasing it through her mouth before looking at me. “I know I act awful to you, but I’m not really like that. I’m not really a bitch.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I hate acting that way. It makes me feel dirty, but there’s a reason.” The green of her eyes was dark and full of regret. “I don’t get attached…to guys. I saw what my mother did to the men who fell in love with her. I saw what it did to me and my sisters when she finally decided to admit that being a mother wasn’t what she wanted. When she ran off to follow her dream, she abandoned us, and although my sisters might act like they don’t care, I do.” She worried at her bottom lip and looked at the picture again. “I don’t want to do that to someone. I don’t want to fall in love only to walk away.” 
 
    “Just because you fall in love, doesn’t mean you’ll break anyone’s heart,” I countered. 
 
    “You don’t understand. I have big dreams—” 
 
    “I know. You told me all about them. I may have been drunk, but I was listening.” 
 
    She tilted her chin in defiance, her eyes blazing with determination, the sunlight shooting gold through the green. “I’m not willing to give those dreams up for anything. For anyone. I’ve worked too hard.” 
 
    I reached up to touch her chin, running my thumb over her bottom lip. Despite her bravado, her mouth was trembling, like she might cry. Like she was afraid. “I never asked you to give your dreams up, Cricket. I never would. I only asked to get to know you. Are you really willing to go through your entire life never being with anyone just so you don’t risk hurting them? Are you so afraid of repeating your mother’s legacy that you’d spend your life alone?” 
 
    She shrugged with one shoulder, her eyes blinking sadly. “If I’m alone, I can’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    I shook my head. How could she be so blind? By pushing others away, she was hurting herself. And she didn’t deserve that. She deserved to be happy. To be loved. I wasn’t exactly a romantic guy, and I wasn’t suddenly going to start spouting sonnets or anything, but everyone wanted love. Even a cocky asshole like me.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, standing up from the couch. I held my hand out to her. “It’s Saturday, and it’s gorgeous outside. Let’s take a break.” 
 
    She nervously tapped her finger on the edge of the photo, but then asked, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “It’s a secret. And it’ll be fun. I promise.” I wiggled my fingers in a come hither motion. “We’ll go someplace we can blow off a little steam.”  
 
    If I hadn’t been staring right at her, I would have missed the way her eyes flicked toward the bedroom before settling on the hand held out before her. 
 
    “Do I need to change?” she asked. 
 
    I grabbed her hand, pulling her to standing. “Nope. You’re perfect just the way you are.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Paintball Junkies wasn’t too far from campus. I wasn’t sure how Harlow would react to the idea of a paintball range and shooting at targets. I thought she might not be interested, but when she realized what the place was, she got excited. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do this!” she squealed, nearly strangling herself getting out of the car because she forgot to undo her seatbelt. 
 
    “Slow down, Cricket. The targets aren’t going anywhere.” I reached down and undid the buckle for her. She quickly climbed out and rushed around the car to my side, shifting from foot to foot while craning her neck to look around. I shut my door and reached for her hand. I was surprised when she let me hold it.  
 
    The crunch of the gravel under our feet and the crisp warmth of autumn sunshine felt normal, like we did this all the time together. 
 
    I pushed open the door to the pro shop, and it was just as I remembered, an old trailer converted into a store with a battered counter where the register was located and a fuck-ton of camo hanging from the walls. Everything was camo—helmets, pants, jackets, hoods, gloves—even the guns. There was a stack of Paintball Junkie shirts displayed behind the cashier, and those were the only spots of color, other than various shades of green, in the entire space. I stepped up to the register, glad that I didn’t know the cashier and that he seemed not to recognize me. I needed all the help I could get in keeping a low profile. With every article I saw, I felt the media closing in on me, my anonymity becoming more precious. 
 
    “We need to rent some equipment,” I said. 
 
    The guy set aside his magazine, pushing his tongue in the side of his cheek where it looked like he had a wad of chewing tobacco. The coffee mug in front of him that was full of dark brown slime was a dead giveaway. “Beginner?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We only need one gun and a box of ammo.”  
 
    He got what we needed and then spent a few minutes showing us how to operate the gun. Once he was satisfied we had the basics down, he gave us directions to the practice range, warning us to not wander into the War Zone, the area where competitive games were held. Grabbing our things, I took Harlow’s hand and we headed out to the target range.  
 
    Harlow insisted on going first. The first thing I noticed was that she was trigger happy. She was like Rambo. Only with really bad aim. 
 
    “Have you ever done this before?” she asked, closing one eye so she could focus on the target. 
 
    “A few times back in high school. It’s been a while.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall of the booth, watching as she bit her bottom lip in concentration. She pulled the trigger, and the paint exploded against the edge of one of the human cut-out targets.  
 
    “Did you see that? That was a total kill shot.” She jumped up and down in excitement, and I had to push the barrel of the gun away to avoid taking an accidental shot to the face. 
 
    “Easy there, Cricket. I need both my eyes, you know.” I took a glance toward the target as I relieved her of the gun. “Nice shot. You killed his funny bone.” She punched me in the arm, and I laughed, keeping the gun out of her reach. “My turn. You’ve burned through nearly half the box already.” 
 
    She sighed, but switched places with me. “Fine.”  
 
    I spent the next five minutes punishing the bullseyes on each of the targets, causing Harlow to huff in annoyance.  
 
    Just as I was about to hand the gun back over to her, a guy decked out in camo from head to toe walked over to us. He had goggles hanging around his neck, a gun slung over his shoulder, and a utility belt filled with ammo around his waist. He also looked like he’d spent the last three years avoiding showers and playing video games in a dark basement.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. “We just had two buddies no-show for our game today. Want to fill in?” 
 
    “I don’t think—” I started 
 
    “What kind of game?” Harlow asked. “Do we get to shoot stuff?”  
 
    I shook my head and held back a laugh. I’d created a monster. 
 
    The guy was several years younger than us and desperately trying to grow facial hair. His chin looked like a dog with mange. He gave Harlow a strange look. “Capture the flag.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “This is her first time at a range. She’s not ready for a game yet.” 
 
    Harlow crossed her arms and glared at me. “You don’t have to play, but I want to.”  
 
    “Look,” the guy said. “I need someone with good aim in the back defense area.” He looked at me. “I saw you shoot. You’d be great. You won’t even have to do too much. If she wants to, she can stay close to home base and protect the flag. She can do that, right?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “Yes!” Harlow said, ignoring my silent protest. “I’m so good at capture the flag, I used to play when I was little.” 
 
    The guy looked at her as if weighing how badly he wanted to play if he was saddled with Harlow as a teammate. Finally, he said, “You can play if he does.” He jerked his head in my direction, and Harlow turned toward me giving me the sexiest version of sad-puppy-dog eyes I’d ever seen. Her bottom lip was pushed out in a very non-Harlow way. 
 
    “Please? I promise to be nice to you for the rest of the night,” she offered, pressing her palms together in a begging motion. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow suggestively. “How nice?” 
 
    Her mouth twisted in exasperation. “Regular nice. Please?” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. “But you owe me. And I want more than regular nice.” 
 
    She waved me off and turned to the guy. “Yes, we’ll play. Do we need to rent another gun?” 
 
    “I have some extra gear and equipment I can loan you guys. The suit might be big on you, though,” he told Harlow. His eyes raked over her skin-tight clothes, and I stepped forward to block his view. 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.” I didn’t like the idea of letting Harlow play with a bunch of horny teenagers, but I also didn’t have the heart to talk her out of it. Today was the first time since Vegas that I’d seen a glimmer of laid-back, fun Harlow again. 
 
    “I’m Darryl.” He held out his hand, and I took it. I might have squeezed a little harder than necessary when I returned the shake. 
 
    “I’m Lawrence,” I said. “And this is Ethel.” I jerked my head toward Harlow. 
 
    He didn’t even flinch at our names. “Nice to meet you. Meet me at the entrance in ten. I’ll just go get the gear out of my car.” 
 
    After he left, Harlow started to giggle. “Lawrence and Ethel? What are we, a 1950s sitcom?” 
 
    I grinned. “There’s nothing funny about paintball, Cricket. The first time you get hit, you’ll see just how unfunny it is.” 
 
    She waved me off again. “Stop being a worrywart. I’m not breakable.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrow. “But you’re accident prone. Just try not to shoot yourself, okay?” 
 
    She punched me again, but was laughing as we walked away to meet Darryl and his buddies. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was right. There was nothing that could make Harlow unappealing to me. She was dressed in one of Darryl’s camo outfits, pants legs and sleeves rolled up multiple times, but she was still hot as fuck. She pulled the hood over her head and face, and then slid the goggles on.  
 
    “Oh my God,” she muttered. “This hood smells like gym class.” 
 
    “That’s called teenage boy. He’ll probably be jerking off in that thing later tonight, remembering your face was in it.” 
 
    She groaned as she pulled it off again. “You’re disgusting.” 
 
    “But also right.” 
 
    Darryl called us over to our home base where our flag was located, and then he and his two friends laid out our battle plan. Basically, Harlow was guarding the flag, and they were hoping that the fact she had tits would be a distraction for the other team…basically banking on the other guys not wanting to shoot a girl. I was the first line of defense, hanging back close to help guard Harlow. Darryl and his buddies, Bobby and Mickey, would go after the other team’s flag.  
 
    Fine with me. I didn’t trust any of these morons with my girl, and I also wasn’t itching to get shot up with paint bullets either. Those fuckers left painful welts. 
 
    Darryl quickly listed the rules for Harlow, explaining that the winner was the team who was able to get the opposing team’s flag back to their home base. 
 
    “We’ve got $150 riding on this,” Darryl said to Harlow. “Don’t let them get our flag.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes in the way I loved. “Just worry about getting their flag back here first, and we won’t have a problem.” 
 
    Darryl frowned. “Right. Well, that’s the goal.” 
 
    “I know. You just told me.” 
 
    Poor Darryl. Clearly, he wasn’t used to girls busting his balls. He stalked off. 
 
    “I hate when guys talk down to me,” Harlow snapped. 
 
    “What about when guys go down on you?” I asked.  
 
    She scowled. 
 
    I lifted my hand. “I volunteer as tribute.” 
 
    Her scowl dissolved into a grin and she shook her head. “You saw that movie?” 
 
    “What? The Humper Games? Yeah. Great porno.” She made a sound in the back of her throat that was supposed to be one of annoyance, but was more like a mating call for my dick. Just like everything else she did. “Here, let me make sure you’ve got that ready.” I stepped forward and checked her gun to ensure it was properly loaded. I stood close enough that I could smell the sweet scent of her pear-infused shampoo, or whatever the hell that bottle had said. Yeah, I totally snooped when I was in her bathroom. Unfortunately, I hadn’t found any other surprises like Buzz. Either she had hidden everything else, or was probably as sexually frustrated as I was.  
 
    I stepped close to her, lifting the gun strap over her head and one shoulder. My hand might have accidentally brushed the side of her tit when I was settling the strap across the middle of her chest. She put her hands on her hips and twisted her expression into one my mother used to give me when I was caught stealing cookies out of the pantry.  
 
    “Really?” She glanced down at her chest where my hand was still resting against the swell of her breast. 
 
    “Make sure you don’t let these babies get hit,” I told her. “That would be a crime.” I winked at her, and she bit the inside of her cheek in an attempt to not smile. 
 
    I was annoyed when I heard Darryl calling for us all to get into place. I just wanted to have Harlow all to myself again. 
 
    We all stood around the home base, holding onto the rail, waiting for the sound of the horn to begin the match. Seconds later, there was a loud blaring sound and Darryl took off with Bobby and Mickey, darting behind shields as they entered the War Zone. Soon we could hear the sounds of shots being fired, but had no idea how things were actually going. 
 
    I peered around my barrier but couldn’t see or hear anything. Underneath all the camo, I was sweating.  
 
    When I looked back over my shoulder to check on Harlow, I saw her pacing back and forth, her gun held high and aimed forward. The barrel was swinging around, and she was throwing poses like she was an old west cowboy. I shook my head and laughed at how fucking ridiculously cute it was. That girl had no sense of self-preservation. She was like fresh meat hung out for the lions. 
 
    “Get back,” I hissed, waving her toward her shield.  
 
    “Don’t be so bossy,” she hissed back. “They’re not even close.” 
 
    The sounds of more gunshots and shouts started to get louder, so I turned my attention forward again, looking for any motion. I saw a blur of color flash between two barriers, but I was too slow to get a shot off. I lifted my gun, pointing it at the shelter, and waited for whomever it was to peek around the edge. I didn’t know whether he was friend or foe, but I wasn’t going to risk letting him get close to Harlow. She might think this was all fun and games, but that’s because she’d never had a welt from a paintball bullet. 
 
    Behind me, a gunshot rang out, and I flinched. The sound was followed by a howl of pain. And surprisingly, it wasn’t mine. 
 
    “I got you! I got you!” Harlow yelled. 
 
    I turned around to find a guy right behind me, bent over and muttering obscenities.  
 
    Holy shit! Had Harlow just saved me? 
 
    The guy slowly uncurled, bellowing and cursing, and I could see a paint spot that looked like it was dead center on his crotch. “I’m on your team you fucking idiot!” he yelled. He lifted his goggles and angrily tossed them, along with the other team’s flag, to the ground. He was still growling and clutching his groin. It was Bobby. And he was looking at Harlow like he wanted to murder her.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t blame him. If someone shot me in the dick, I’d be ready for blood too. 
 
    But this was Harlow. My Harlow.  
 
    He took a menacing step forward, so I pushed away from my spot to stop him before he did something I’d have to break his face for. Another gunshot rang out, and I felt the impact of a paintball as it exploded between my shoulder blades.  
 
    Fuck! I arched in pain, feeling as if I’d been stabbed in the back. I looked over my shoulder to see a guy dart behind the other side of the wall I’d been behind. Fucking stupid. I’d been so worried about Harlow and Bobby that I’d forgotten all about that asshole. I reached over with my left hand to where I’d gotten hit and flinched. Goddamn! The shot had been close range, and it hurt like hell. 
 
    “Mickey and Darryl were down. I was the last man standing. I had the fucking flag,” Bobby growled at Harlow, oblivious to the fact that I’d been shot. “And because of you, we just lost. You owe me fifty bucks, bitch.”  
 
    When I noticed Bobby take another step and lift his gun to aim it at Harlow, I forgot all about my pain. 
 
    Harlow put her hands on her hips, undeterred that there was a gun pointed at her. “Don’t call me that. It’s not my fault I didn’t recognize you. Everyone is wearing camo, and you all look the same! Besides, we can still win. I haven’t been shot yet.” She moved toward the flag as if to pick it up. 
 
    “I can fix that.” Bobby took another angry step forward, keeping the gun trained on Harlow. I was just able to push her behind me when he squeezed the trigger. My hands were still up in a defensive position when the paintball hit me square in the chest.  
 
    “Fucking asshole!” I yelled, my hands instinctively going to my chest. It felt like being shot with a thousand rubber bands at once. I was pissed that I’d gotten shot, again, but I was furious that the little jackass had tried to shoot Harlow in retaliation. 
 
    I tossed my gun to the side and then threw my shoulder into Bobby’s stomach, taking him to the ground. He flailed underneath me, shoving the butt of his gun into my chest, punching me with his free hand, trying to land a shot on my jaw. I fisted the front of his shirt in my hands and pressed him into the ground, rage making my vision hazy. When I pulled my arm back to throw a punch into his face, Harlow was there, holding my wrist. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said firmly. “He’s just a kid,” she muttered under her breath.  
 
    Fuck. She was right. I shook my head to clear the anger. That was all I needed—to get arrested for kicking the shit out of a minor. The media would have a field day with that. 
 
    I wrestled Bobby’s gun out of his grip and then threw it to the side. “You’re a fucking dick,” I told him, shoving him back to the ground as I pushed to standing.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Harlow said. She was looking toward the maze, and I followed her gaze to see a bunch of figures running toward us, darting between the shields and barriers. 
 
    She grabbed my hand and pulled me away from Bobby, and then we were running toward the parking lot. We left a trail of Darryl’s clothes as we went, and Harlow was holding back laughter the entire time, watching me stumble as I tried to pull the camo pants over my shoes. I glanced back over my shoulder once to see that Bobby was surrounded by a group of people, gesturing wildly, trying to explain what happened. 
 
    We rounded the building and ran across the parking lot to my car. We quickly buckled up, and as I reversed out of the parking spot, Harlow finally let her laughter free. “Talk about blowing off some steam. Lawrence and Ethel are troublemakers,” she said. 
 
    Before I put the car in drive, I reached over and wrapped my hand around the back of her neck. She didn’t resist as I pulled her into a quick kiss.  
 
    “Thank God,” I said when I pulled away and looked at her. “You still smell like you. I was afraid you’d smell like Darryl’s jock strap.” 
 
    My comment earned me a punch in the arm, but it was worth it because she kissed me again. Just a quick one, but it was on purpose. 
 
    “Go, go,” she said, waving her hand toward the front of the car and casting another glance toward the War Zone. 
 
    I did as she said, my tires kicking up gravel and dirt as we headed for the exit. We drove in silence for a few minutes, her cleaning her hands with sanitizer, me glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure we weren’t being followed by a pack of crazed juveniles with paintball guns.  
 
    “Ugh,” she said, squirting more sanitizer in her hands and rubbing it all over her arms. “After being inside that suit, I feel like I need a bath.” 
 
    “We can definitely put that on your to-do list. I’m happy to help you get all the tough spots clean.” 
 
    Harlow smirked. “So generous of you.” When she was done, she offered some sanitizer to me, and I gave her my hands one at a time so she could clean them. It was such a small gesture, but sweet. Something a girlfriend would do for her man. Something that was normal between a couple. 
 
    After she put the bottle back in her purse, I reached down to twist my fingers between hers, and she let me. I lifted our hands and kissed the backs of her fingers, just like I had the night I met her. 
 
    “I remember when you did that in Vegas. What are you? My knight in shining armor? Kissing my hand, taking a bullet for me…” She smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “Two actually.” When she gave me a confused look I said, “I took two bullets for you. One in the back and one in the chest.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Both of them feel like they’re on fire.” 
 
    She frowned. “Really? It’s that bad?” 
 
    “Not as bad as what you did to Bobby. You shot him in the dick.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock. “No, I didn’t!” 
 
    “Close enough.” I chuckled. “It was definitely below the belt.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose. “I was aiming for his chest.” 
 
    I shifted again, the seat rubbing against the welt on my back. “That would have been only slightly better,” I said. Still holding on to her hand, I reached forward to turn the radio on.  
 
    “Does it really hurt that bad?” 
 
    I glanced at her, raising my eyebrow. “Does Buzz make you come?” I countered. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Not in a while, thanks to you,” she muttered. “And here I was going to be nice and offer to fix you up when we get back to my place.” 
 
    “Is that a naughty nurse offer? I’m up for that. But only if you have a nice skimpy uniform to wear.” I ran my thumb across her palm, and she shivered. 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. “You wish. You get just a regular nurse. A little Neosporin and a Band-Aid and you’ll be good to go.” 
 
    “Not even a kiss? You know a kiss makes everything feel better.”  
 
    “No time for that. We have homework to do.” 
 
    I lifted her hand again and ran my tongue along the dip between two of her fingers. When I reached her fingertips, I drew them into my mouth and sucked. I glanced over to see that her mouth was hanging open and her eyes were glazed over as she stared at me. I released her fingers, placing a soft kiss on her knuckles. “We’ll see about that, Cricket. As far as I’m concerned, something’s getting kissed tonight.” 
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    15. AS YOU WISH 
 
    October 8, 2016 
 
    HARLOW RANSOM IS DATING? By Harlow Ransom   
 
    Harlow Ransom went to school at the University of Maryland in the city of College Park. Her favorite pastimes were writing stories in her head and tormenting the boy whom she married in Vegas. His name was Tracey Lawrence Stone. But she never called him that. Nothing gave Harlow as much pleasure as ordering Tracey around. 
 
    “As you wish,” was all he ever said. 
 
    She was amazed to find that one day when he said, “As you wish,” what he really meant was, “I love you.” 
 
    Yeah, right. In her dreams.  
 
    This isn’t a movie, there isn’t a kindly grandfather reading her life story, and Harlow Ransom is not Princess Buttercup. She doesn’t have a farm boy who has braved pirates, sword fights, giants, Sicilians, and being mostly dead to prove his love to her. What she has is an accidental husband and a whole lot of sexual frustration that’s going to get her into trouble if she’s not careful. Trace Stone is a man with a charming smile and very kissable lips. A man, who she knows, can give her the orgasm she so desperately needs.  
 
    Harlow’s defenses are crumbling, and she can’t deny anymore that Trace is becoming important to her. The question is, when the time comes to make her choice for her future, will she just break his heart, or hers too? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I dropped my keys three times trying to open my front door. Trace stood so close behind me, I felt like I was suffocating. He never actually touched me, but he didn’t have to. After all the weeks of sitting on my couch studying with him, the dirty comments he constantly made, and the kissing in the car today…I was aware of him in every way. And thanks to the kidnapping of Buzz, this awareness had just piled up with no outlet, and now I felt I might go crazy. There was no relief to be had. My hand couldn’t satisfy me at night after he went home, and to be honest, at this point Buzz probably wouldn’t be able to satisfy me either. I was afraid there was only one thing that could make the empty neediness go away, and it was the one thing I had vowed not to indulge in again. 
 
    The one thing that was now sitting in my bathroom, shirtless. 
 
    Trace was perfect, like a Greek statue. But instead of smooth marble, his body was warm tan skin and hard cut ridges and perfect muscles and oh my God…so very, very tasty looking. The only imperfections were the two wounds from the paintball battle. The one on his chest was a round wound about the size of a quarter. There was bruising around the edge, and it was very angry and raw looking. I pulled a washcloth out of the drawer and ran it under warm water, getting it soapy.  
 
    I turned to Trace, the cloth poised over the wound. “Ready?” 
 
    “Just get it over with, Cricket.” 
 
    I touched the cloth to his skin and carefully cleaned it. He didn’t make a sound, but I could see the muscles in his chest flinching with every touch. “I’m trying to be gentle.” 
 
    “I’m not breakable,” he said, echoing my sentiment from earlier. His voice was low, and his words stirred my hair. And my hormones. A chunk of hair had blown across my face, getting caught between my lips. He reached up to free it, and his fingers trailed along my jaw as he tucked it back behind my ear. 
 
    At his touch, everything inside me that had been so solid and sure seemed to dissolve into ash. I moved to the sink to rinse the cloth and regain my composure. I dabbed at the wound before tending to the one on his back. I worked in silence, cleaning the marks, covering them with Neosporin, and then taping gauze over the top. I could feel Trace’s gaze on me even though I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.  
 
    “Okay, all done.” My voice was weak and reedy, like I hadn’t used it in years. I cleared my throat and started putting the supplies away. “Let’s get you some Advil and ice packs. You can rest on the couch while I order something to eat.” 
 
    Trace stood up and ran his hands up and down his front as he arched his back, stretching. I tried not to look, but failed miserably. Those hands were doing exactly what mine wanted to do. “It’s a date,” he said.  
 
    He moved past me to walk out of the bathroom and when I went to follow him, he stopped and turned abruptly, causing me to bump against his chest. His hands caught my face, and his lips pressed down on mine, sweet and warm. The kiss wasn’t demanding, it was barely there. A tease. And when a fraction of space opened up between our lips, separating us, I leaned into him so they were touching again. The tiniest bit of tongue, the smallest pressure, a promise.  
 
    “Maybe I should have let him shoot me a few more times,” Trace said against my mouth. “I really like having your hands and mouth on me.” There was one final press of his mouth against mine and then he was gone, wandering into my kitchen. And I was frozen in the doorway, my body begging for more. 
 
    I was such a goner. It was ridiculous to think I could ever resist Trace Stone. 
 
    *** 
 
    I tossed my notebook on the coffee table, annoyed that I was so distracted. That I couldn’t do what normally came so easy to me.  
 
    Trace looked away from the television, which was muted so that I could keep working. He was watching The Princess Bride, which he said he knew by heart and therefore didn’t need the sound on to watch. I’d stolen a few covert looks at him over the course of the last half hour to see that he was often mouthing the words. The covert looks couldn’t be helped. He still hadn’t put his shirt back on, but I wasn’t about to remind him. That’d be like buying a Monet and then covering it up with a sheet. Just criminal. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m trying to do some brainstorming for my next article, but I just can’t come up with anything good. It’s like my brain is on pause or something.” 
 
    He folded an arm behind his head so he could twist around and see me better. The new pose just made him look like a lounging piece of half-naked art. “Maybe you just need a break. Come on over and watch the movie with me.” 
 
    “But my article…” I leaned over to rub my temples. See? This was why having Trace around wasn’t a good idea. He turned my brain to mush. He was just too tempting…to look at, to listen to, to kiss… 
 
    “If I come up with a good idea, will you take a break?” 
 
    I gave him a wry smile. “I’m not writing about sexual positions.” 
 
    “Oh. Good one, Cricket. I wasn’t even thinking about that. Do that. Yes. I’ll even help out with the research. I could be your expert opinion and test subject all in one.” He winked at me. 
 
    “I’m serious here, Stone. I’m on deadline, and I have no idea what I want to write about.” 
 
    He pushed up into a sitting position, and all of his muscles were rippling, causing my thoughts to go haywire. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “You write opinion and lifestyle columns, right?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, like the movie versus book one.” 
 
    “That one was really good, I liked it.” He looked relaxed on my couch and as much as I didn’t like how untethered I felt around him, I liked that he looked so right on my couch. In my life. 
 
    “You read it?” I sat back in the chair, pulling my knees up against my chest and wrapping my arms around them. I don’t know why I felt the sudden need to protect myself from Trace, but knowing he read my article felt like he’d gotten a piece of me I hadn’t intended to give to him. Yes, I knew that thousands of people on campus read the paper, but they didn’t know me. He did. And him reading my writing felt…personal. 
 
    He frowned. “Come on, Cricket. Of course I read it. You wrote it.” I opened my mouth to respond, to tell him it wasn’t necessary to read everything I wrote, but he spoke first. “Why not do an article about unique date ideas? You know, things to do instead of just going to the bar. Write about some really cool things to do in and around campus. Stuff that’s unique to DC or Baltimore. The University is within half an hour of two incredible cities. There are tons of cool things to do. People would eat that shit up.” 
 
    A laugh tumbled out of me. “Are you crazy? I’m the last person who should be giving anyone dating advice. I mean, I wouldn’t even know where to start! I haven’t been on a real date since high school.” 
 
    “We went on a date this afternoon,” Trace joked. “And what about the night of your birthday? That counts, too.” 
 
    I flattened my mouth in displeasure, and he grinned. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, he tilted his head and gave me a curious look. “You really haven’t been on any other dates?” 
 
    A quick jerk of my head was the only reply I gave him. There was no way I was confessing my parade of one-night stands to him. 
 
    For once his face was serious as he stared at me and processed what I’d said. Finally, he shrugged. “That settles it. You can call it “The Perfect Date” and I’m going to help you with the facts. You owe me dates anyway, and I owe you a good story. Research starts tomorrow.” 
 
    Despite my fears, I had to admit, it was a good idea. He’d already come up with a catchy title. My arms loosened from around my knees and I readjusted myself until my legs were folded into a cross-legged position. I took a deep breath. “Okay,” I said on an exhale. “As long as you come up with ideas that aren’t so dangerous.” I looked directly at his bandaged wound. “For you I mean.” 
 
    Trace pointed at his chest. “This is all your fault, you know. You wanted to play. You’re the one who shot our teammate. In the dick.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face. He was so right. And he’d taken a bullet for me to save me from retaliation. “Yeah, sorry about that. I owe you big time, don’t I?” 
 
    “True. Which is why you’re going to come over and watch the rest of this movie with me.” He picked up the remote and pointed it at the television to turn the volume up.  
 
    “I can see from here.” 
 
    “But I require that body,” he said, gesturing at me, “on this couch so I have some place to rest my head while I heal.” 
 
    I huffed and rolled my eyes, pretending he was asking a huge inconvenience of me. But when I sat in the corner of the couch and he reclined across the cushions to put his head in my lap, I was content.  
 
    *** 
 
    The movie was over, and Trace was asleep. He’d been that way pretty much as soon as he put his head in my lap. My fingers were buried deep in his hair, and I didn’t even remember putting them there. One of his hands was tucked between my knees, and he had a stupid, satisfied smile on his face. I hated to move him and possibly wake him up since he looked so peaceful and comfortable, but nature called.  
 
    I gently wiggled out from underneath him and was glad when he didn’t so much as stir. Oddly, it reminded me of the morning after my birthday when I was frantically rushing around his room getting dressed before he could find me there. He’d slept soundly that time, too. 
 
    As I made my way to the bathroom, I noticed his messenger bag leaning against the couch. On a whim, I lifted the flap to look inside and was surprised to see Buzz still shoved in the bottom of his bag. I put my hand over my mouth to stifle my laughter because I found it hilarious that he’d been walking all over campus with my sex toy. I cast a nervous glance toward him, and when I was positive there was no chance of him waking to catch me, I took it out of the bag. I’d have to find a better hiding place than the nightstand or he’d just come and reclaim it once he realized I’d taken it back. 
 
    I shuffled to the bathroom to do my business, and as I was washing my hands, I figured I’d wash Buzz before finding him a hiding spot. But as I was running my soapy hand up and down the toy, I got an even better idea. I rinsed everything off and peeked out of the door and down the hall. Trace was asleep in the same position, still gloriously half-naked. 
 
    I could be fast. After a week of abstinence and visions of a bare-chested Trace, it wouldn’t take me long. I hurried to my bedroom and quietly shut the door behind me. My yoga pants were off, and I was on the bed so fast it was almost inhuman. I didn’t even bother to take off the thong or tank top. This was a quickie, two minutes tops. Just something to take the edge off all this sexual frustration.  
 
    I leaned back against my pillow and closed my eyes, spreading my legs as I reached down to push the small triangle of fabric to the side. I ran the tip of Buzz down my center, and I sighed as I realized my body was ready. I pushed the tip in and then eased it out, rubbing it around before pushing it back in. Just a little deeper.  
 
    I could lie to Trace and tell him that I didn’t want to have sex with him. I could lie to myself and resist all his flirting. But behind my closed eyelids, it was him teasing me. His fingers, his body sliding inside me. Not Buzz. 
 
    My hand started to move faster, Buzz driving deeper into me. I lifted my hips, rolling them, capturing every sensation I could. My hand plunged down, over and over again, dragging my pulse into overdrive. In my mind, it was Trace’s hips slamming into me. It was his hand pulling down the tank top, grasping my breast, rubbing my nipple into a hard peak.  
 
    With a flick of my pinky finger, Buzz came to life, and the vibrations were like a shot of adrenaline into my heart. I bit my lip to hold back any sounds, to force myself to be quiet, but it was getting harder do as I felt the first fluttering sensations cresting inside. I held my breath, thrusting my hand down once more to meet the arching movement of my body. When the first wave of my orgasm broke over me, I released a sigh that sounded very much like a word. 
 
    “Please tell me that was my name you just said.” 
 
    My eyes flew open in horror to find Trace standing just outside my room, the door swung wide open. His hands were on either side of the door jamb as if he was holding himself back. 
 
    With a screech, I grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled it up over myself. I was covered, but it couldn’t stop my humiliation, because Buzz was still on, and with a full view of Trace’s naked chest, my orgasm tore through me like a hurricane. I tried to speak, to tell Trace to get the hell out of my room, but all I could do was take shuddering gasps as my body twitched beneath the blanket as I came and came and…fuck. Where was the goddamn off switch? 
 
    “I want to come in,” Trace begged. “Please tell me I can come in and play.” He almost sounded like he was in pain. 
 
    I finally got Buzz switched off, and I yanked the blanket further over my head. “Go away. Please,” I mumbled from underneath the fabric. 
 
    There was a groan, followed by a thunking sound that could have been his head hitting against the door jamb. “I literally can’t. Not after what I just saw.” 
 
    I shoved the edge of the comforter down to glare at him, and found him leaning against the edge of the doorway. Yup. The thunking sound had been his forehead.  
 
    “I’m begging you to leave,” I whined. “This is mortifying. I was embarrassed when my hair got stuck to the bottom of the couch, and my cat was chasing my dildo around the living room. This is a million times worse.” 
 
    “Worse?” He released his grip on the door frame and took a tentative step forward. “No. It’s a million fucking times better. Do you know how many times in the last week I’ve imagined this very thing? How many times I’ve jerked off to this image in the morning?” 
 
    “What?” This version of Trace was not something I knew how to deal with. I could handle cocky, joking Trace. But vulnerable, honest, begging Trace? I was powerless. 
 
    “I don’t know either,” he said, approaching me. “I lost count a long time ago.” He sat down on the edge of the bed, and I clutched the blanket tighter around me. “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.” He slowly lifted his hand, giving me a chance to push him away. When I didn’t, his fingers lightly touched my bare shoulder and gently stroked the skin there, his thumb catching in the thin strap of my tank. “Please don’t make me leave. Let me make you say my name like that again.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to his and the look he gave me was so intense I wanted to look away. To find a way to laugh this off, like we always did. That was the only way I could deal with my embarrassment and his odd sweetness.  
 
    “My work here is done.” I forced myself to swallow and shrugged. “I’m a one orgasm kind of gal.” 
 
    His smile started in his eyes before it reached his mouth. “Bullshit, Cricket.” His voice was low and in control. “I remember the night of your birthday. This body was made for multiples.” His thumb hooked in the strap of my tank and then he was suddenly hovering over me, his arms caging me in as he held my gaze, challenging me to argue with him. He lifted a hand to take off my glasses and set them on the nightstand. Then he gripped the edge of the blanket and slowly started to pull it away from my chest. “You know I’ll stop if you tell me to. But please don’t tell me to.” 
 
    I took a deep breath in, but when I stayed silent, he dropped his head to scatter warm, wet kisses all along my collarbone. I shivered as his mouth trailed along my bare shoulder, making its way to the sensitive curve of my neck. My head fell back into the pillows, my eyes closing as I felt my body arch up into him. Seeking him. Craving him. Surrendering to him.  
 
    Like I’d ever had any other choice. 
 
    He continued to kiss my skin, working his way toward my lips, as his fingers carefully pulled the blanket aside. Just like the night of my birthday when I saw my mom, I felt like pieces of my armor were being peeled away to reveal all the fragile parts of me that I kept hidden underneath. Only with my mom, those parts were broken and damaged, raw from the pain of her abandonment. With Trace, every part of me he exposed was hopeful, almost delirious with the way he handled me so carefully. Deep down, underneath all of my arguments and careful plans, my heart was such a tender thing, and I could feel him stripping away all my layers.  
 
    He kissed me with a gentleness that revealed just how much he understood what I needed from him. I was surprised to find that even though getting close to Trace frightened me, I trusted him.  
 
    But then again, the question was never whether he could be trusted. I was the one who couldn’t be trusted. I was the one with big plans and no room for a relationship in my life. And yet, as he continued to unravel me, I couldn’t stop myself from opening up to him and letting him truly see me, broken parts and all. 
 
    His lips left mine, continuing a path across my jaw and down my throat. When he reached my collarbone again, my hands went to his head. My fingers slipped into his messy hair, my nails delicately dragging along his scalp. He groaned in the back of his throat, but didn’t look up at me. He had the blanket down to my waist, his hands framing my sides as his lips explored the skin above the edge of my tank. His fingers curled into the fabric of my top and pulled it down, the straps falling along my arms, trapping them to my sides, as the neckline sunk below my breasts. Trace pressed a kiss over my heart which was beating wildly under the heat of his mouth. His tongue dragged across the swell of my breast and then his mouth closed around my nipple. When he sucked, my chest pressed up into him, my body writhing with need.  
 
    “Trace,” I murmured. 
 
    Everything about the way he was touching me was slow and measured. Not at all like our night in Vegas. That had been wild and frantic, like we knew it was our only chance and we had to make the most of it. It was different this time. Despite the way Trace had stood in my doorway, begging me to let him in, he was in control now. And he was taking his time. 
 
    His mouth continued to work against my nipple, and when he had the blanket pulled completely away, his hand pressed my knees apart. He settled his weight between my legs and when I felt the heat of him against me, my hands left his hair and clutched at the back pockets of his jeans to pull him closer. He dipped his hips into mine once, and when I started to wrap my legs around him to keep him close, he chuckled and pulled out of my grip to kiss his way down the rest of my body. His deft fingers pulled the tank away from my stomach so he could kiss the skin underneath, but he didn’t stay there long. 
 
    When he reached my thong and started to pull it down my legs, I felt a flash of panic at remembering Buzz and exactly how Trace had found me. I started to sit up, but he quickly had his lips on mine, kissing me backward until my head hit the pillow again. With one last kiss to keep me in place, his fingers were back at the waistband of my thong, pulling it down my legs and making quick work of the tiny piece of fabric before tossing it to the side. His hands were gentle as he pushed my legs wider, and when he reached between us to touch me, I forgot why I’d been embarrassed in the first place, because holy shit…this was way better than doing it myself.  
 
    Trace’s fingers slipped inside me, and soon my hips were out of my control, rising to meet the rhythm of his fingers as they stroked inside me. When he pulled his hand away, I made a sound of protest until I felt the familiar press of my toy against my slick flesh. He pushed it slowly until it was in all the way, causing me to suck in a deep breath. Then he pulled it out just as slowly, chuckling when my body rocked into the motion of the deep push and drag. I should have been ashamed at his laughter, but on the next plunge of Buzz, Trace’s tongue was there too, licking and sucking and…holy hell! He had to put his hand on my waist to keep me from flying off the mattress it was… So. Fucking. Good. 
 
    “I know,” he mumbled against me, his voice vibrating along all my slick parts, causing my hips to jerk against his mouth. “So. Fucking. Good,” he said, and I wondered if I’d said those words out loud or if we were just thinking the same thing. He flipped on the switch to Buzz and then flicked his tongue across me in a way that I was sure was going to make me see through walls. My hips were moving, Buzz was plunging, Trace’s tongue was doing things that could only be described as magic, and I could feel the mother of all orgasms inching through my body, gathering waves of pleasure like a rising tsunami. 
 
    And then it was gone. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and I glared down the length of my body to see Trace smiling up at me. Buzz was gone, his fingers were gone, and his tongue was now annoyingly tucked behind that satisfied grin of his. “What the hell?” I whined, the promise of my orgasm fading away in dull pulses. 
 
    “Buzz has had way too much fun already.” Trace smirked as he tossed the toy to the side. “Do you want me to give you what you need?” 
 
    “I was almost there,” I said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Cricket,” he said, crawling up my body, pressing his hardness between my legs until my eyes fell closed again. “Do you want me?” He dropped his mouth to mine again, his lips soft and wet, his tongue sliding against mine. Even in the confident words he spoke, I could hear the uncertainty, the need for me to tell him what I wanted, and for it to be him. 
 
    “You know I do,” I whispered against his mouth. My hands were at his waistband, fingers working furiously against the button and zipper. “Condoms are in the nightstand,” I said.  
 
    He leaned up to reach into the drawer, and I took the opportunity to push his jeans and boxers down as far as I could, which was only to his knees. That would have to be good enough.  
 
    Once he had what he needed, he pushed up to kneel, and put on the condom. His hands were quick and sure, and when he looked at me, I could tell that the time for slow and steady was long gone. The look he gave me promised something wild and unrestrained, and that’s exactly what I wanted. 
 
    Trace didn’t even bother to push his jeans off the rest of the way. He leaned down over me, his lips barely an inch from mine. “Tell me you want this as much as I do.” I could feel the strain in his body as he hovered over top of me. 
 
    “I swear to God if you don’t finish what you started, I’m going to tell Darryl and his buddies where you live.” 
 
    His voice was rough as he touched his lips to mine. “You don’t even know where I live, Cricket.” He dipped his hips just low enough that the tip of him slid against my center. I rolled my hips into him trying to pull him deeper inside. 
 
    “Please,” I begged. 
 
    “Well. Since you asked so nicely.” His mouth descended on mine at the same moment he plunged into me. I moaned as he kissed me, almost devouring me, and then his hips were moving, thrusting deep. Over and over again.  
 
    I wanted to tell him he was a dick for teasing me, for making me beg, but he felt so damn good I found I didn’t care. His muscles flexed deliciously as he pounded into me and I had a hard time deciding where I wanted to hold—his biceps, his back, his perfect ass.  
 
    “I want on top,” I demanded.  
 
    I expected him to make a joke, to force me to beg for what I wanted, but he merely flipped us so we never lost contact. He was propped up against my pillows, and I was straddling his hips with him still buried deep inside.  
 
    “As you wish,” he growled, running his hands up my sides and across my chest which was hanging out the top of my tank.  
 
    I leaned forward until my hands were on his shoulders and his were cupping my breasts. Pushing up on my knees and then dropping back down, I started to ride him. His hips kept pace with mine, thrusting up to meet each plunge of mine. 
 
    “Best idea yet, Cricket. Your tits look fantastic like this.” With each move of my body, they bounced against his hands while his thumbs stroked my nipples. 
 
    Grinding my hips into his, I felt the base of him rub against my clit, and that was exactly what I needed, so I did it again. Trace’s hands left my chest to settle on my waist, holding me down to him as I felt the orgasm tsunami gathering strength again. He sat up, and I could feel every hard ridge of his body against and inside me. It was all smooth, slick skin and pounding heartbeats and I couldn’t catch my breath. 
 
    “You feel so good, Harlow.” One of his hands gripped my ass, the other was buried in my hair. 
 
    At the sound of my name, which he never used, pleasure crashed over me and I shuddered, continuing to rock into him. 
 
    “Trace,” I groaned. 
 
    His hand fisted in my hair, pulling my head back as his teeth grazed my neck, his hips jerking up into me. “Fuck,” he murmured against me, pushing up one last time. 
 
    He held me close as our breathing settled. The position was so intimate, with me in his lap and us face-to-face, that I could feel unease working its way up my spine. He chuckled against my skin and then flipped us so I was on my back again and he was lying next to me. His finger skimmed along my shoulder and then dipped between my breasts before it circled my left breast in a leisurely path. For some reason, the soft touch seemed to calm my panic, and I relaxed. 
 
    “See? There’s no reason to freak out, Cricket,” he said softly. 
 
    “I wasn’t—“ 
 
    His finger was against my lips. When I cut my eyes over to him, he was grinning. He didn’t need to tell me I was lying. We both knew it. He reached across me to grab the blanket and then pulled it over me. He sat on the edge of the bed, taking care of the condom before pulling up his boxers and kicking his pants to the side. He looked over his shoulder. “I’m going to the bathroom. You better be here when I get back.”  
 
    As he stood up, I stared at the bandage on his back where he’d gotten shot earlier in the day. “You can stay over,” I said, my voice unsure, almost a question. And I couldn’t figure out if I was offering for him to stay, or asking. 
 
    He turned and grinned at me. “Were you really going to kick me out at,” he glanced at the clock, “2:13 in the morning?” 
 
    Smug bastard. He knew I wouldn’t. “Don’t expect me to share the blankets,” I countered, desperate to regain some of my control. Which was a ridiculous notion. Clearly, I had no control when it came to Trace. I lay in awkward silence as I waited for him, unsure of how I should act. I’d never slept with a guy before. Sure, I’d had sex, but I’d never actually slept in a bed next to a guy all night long. I had butterflies, and not the good kind. 
 
    A few minutes later, Trace came back into the room. He shut the door and then turned off the light. I could hear the fall of his footsteps as he neared the bed. 
 
    “Cricket?” I couldn’t see him in the darkness, but his voice was close. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you’re uncomfortable, I’ll go home. Whatever you want.” 
 
    My throat was tight like someone had a fist around it and I wasn’t quite sure what I was afraid of. Maybe it was the possibility that he wouldn’t want to stay. Or that he’d stay, but not be there in the morning when I woke up. Or that he would be there. Geez! I was such a whack job!  
 
    “Stay,” I finally managed. “Please.” 
 
    Without another word, I felt the blanket lift. Then the warmth of Trace was behind me, and he was pulling me against his chest, molding my body to his.  
 
    “Stop overthinking it, Cricket. Just go to sleep.” His breath was warm against the back of my neck, and his arms were a protective cage around me. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “M’kay.”  
 
    *** 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, Trace wasn’t there. I felt my heart leap awkwardly in my chest and then I saw the piece of paper laying on the pillow, Buzz holding it down like a paperweight. I lifted the paper up and narrowed my eyes to try to make the blurry words focus.  
 
    It was a note and a list. 
 
      
 
    Cricket, 
 
    I had to get in a workout early since I’m taking you on a date today. Don’t even think of bailing, this is part of your research for your article. Since I know you like lists, here are some things to get done while I’m gone. 
 
      
 
    1. Toss out Buzz since you won’t be needing him anymore 
 
    2. Eat breakfast, you’re gonna need your strength 
 
    3. Wear something comfortable, preferably something I can remove easily if the mood strikes 
 
    4. Be ready by 10:00 
 
    5. When I come to pick you up, feel free to praise me for the best orgasm of your life 
 
    6. Fall in love with Trace 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and tossed the note to the bed. It fluttered in the air, turning over until it was laying face down. On the back was written: 
 
      
 
    Don’t roll your eyes. 
 
    P.S. You looked so fuckable this morning. 
 
    P.S.S. I stole a kiss before I left. I hope you don’t mind. 
 
      
 
    I reached up to touch my lips, and as I headed for my bathroom, I could feel the smile behind my fingertips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
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    VEGAS WILL MISS THE STONES AND THEIR DUELING CELLOS By Hot Vegas Nights   
 
    Austin and Dallas Stone, the winners of the seventh season of Rising Stars, have just announced that the last performance of their show, Dueling Cellos, will take place on New Year’s Eve at the Mirage. Rumors have been running rampant that the decision to end this popular, sell-out show is due to Dallas Stone’s health, but no confirmation has been made by the duo themselves. 
 
    “I’m heartbroken,” Cassidy Wells, a cast member, said. “We all love working with Austin and Dallas. It’s the best gig I’ve ever had.” 
 
    When asked whether she could confirm that Dallas’ health issues were the cause for the show going on hiatus, Cassidy said, “Dallas is such a sweet guy, but he’s quiet. He doesn’t hang out with the rest of the cast much. In fact, he doesn’t come to rehearsals much at all anymore.” 
 
    Austin and Dallas Stone, who are famous in their own right, aren’t the only famous Stones. Their cousin, American snowboarder Trace Stone, was recently in town over the summer for ShredCon. Trace has been known to attend the Dueling Cellos show when in Vegas and speculation is high that even though his competitive season begins in December, there is a good chance he’ll be in attendance with the rest of the Stone family for the last Dueling Cellos show. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Leaving Harlow in bed this morning wasn’t easy, but if I wanted to spend the rest of the day with her, I needed to get a workout in beforehand. My first race was still two months away, but that didn’t feel like nearly long enough. My muscles might be stronger and my agility and reaction time were both back on track, but that couldn’t make up for the fact that I hadn’t been on actual snow since the accident last winter. I needed to keep working hard so that when I finally did get on the snow, everything would come naturally. 
 
    This morning was a weightlifting day. I fucking hated lifting weights. It made me feel like a brainless Neanderthal. I just wanted to be on the move, hurtling down the side of the mountain, the wind in my face, danger nipping at my heels. But that wasn’t in the cards today. The leaves on the trees had barely changed colors, Maryland probably wouldn’t see its first snow for weeks. 
 
    Luckily, my apartment complex had a gym onsite, and most of the students who lived in my building didn’t use it. The gym on campus had a lot more to offer, so that’s where most people went, but it was often overcrowded. Since I was still trying to keep a low profile, I avoided the on-campus gym like the plague. The other great thing about the gym in my complex was that I usually had the whole place to myself which helped me get in a quick and dirty workout this morning. 
 
    I pushed through the glass door, leaving the empty room behind me, and headed for the elevator. When my phone rang, I half expected it to be Harlow scolding me for leaving her alone in bed with nothing but a set of instructions on her pillow. The thought of what her expression must have been when she saw my note made me chuckle. I imagine she’d felt conflicted. She hated being bossed around, but she also couldn’t resist lists. 
 
    One look at the name flashing across the screen had my stomach plummeting with worry, however. Harlow wasn’t calling, it was my brother, Huck. 
 
    I swept my finger across the screen to answer. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Austin and Dallas are having their final show on New Year’s Eve. You want to go?” 
 
    Austin and Dallas were our cousins. While our parents were content to let me and my siblings find our own way in life, Aunt Chantel had our cousins Austin Beethoven Stone and Dallas Mozart Stone pegged as child music prodigies before they could even walk. To her credit, she’d raised two world-class cellists. What she hadn’t anticipated was that they would choose to play more than just classical music. Four years ago after winning Rising Stars, Dallas and Austin got their own Vegas show playing rock and roll on their cellos. It drove Aunt Chantel crazy that her sons had managed to twist their talents into something she couldn’t control. But when it came to Dallas, Aunt Chantel was incapable of saying no. After his diagnosis, no one had the heart to tell him he couldn’t have what he wanted. And Dallas wanted to win Rising Stars and play rock on his cello. His twin, Austin, went along with it, just like he always did when it came to his brother. 
 
    I bypassed the elevator and opened the door to the stairwell so I could keep talking without dropping the call. “Why the hell are you awake at—” I glanced at my watch and did the mental math to figure out what the time difference was for him, “—four in the fucking morning?” 
 
    Huck yawned. “We’re in Vegas for the weekend. Brodi got my work featured in one of the galleries here, and we were setting things up. But you know Cat. The city that never sleeps is too much of a temptation for her. She’s been dragging my ass up and down the strip for two days now. I’m not even sure what time it is anymore.” 
 
    “Look at the clock on your phone next time, dipshit.” 
 
    “Right.” He yawned again. “There’s a good chance I’m going to leave here a married man,” he said offhandedly. “Cat took me to this place called the Neon Museum which is like a huge graveyard of old Vegas signs. They’ve got a wedding chapel there, and she’s been hinting at the fact that it’d be perfect for us.” 
 
    “Mom okay with that?” I chuckled to myself, not needing to hear the answer. 
 
    He released a heavy breath. “After the way she reacted to the engagement news, Cat is even more dead set on a Vegas wedding. Mom wants a traditional wedding, but there isn’t anything Cat hates more than traditional.” 
 
    I exited the stairwell and then stopped in front of my apartment, shoving the key into the lock. “What about you?” 
 
    “I love her. I’m going to give her whatever the fuck makes her happy. I don’t care where we get married as long as it happens. I’ll deal with Mom later.” 
 
    I entered my apartment and was struck, as I always was, at how different it was from Harlow’s even though they shared the same exact layout. There was no personality to my place. It was purely function over form. “I hear you. I’d do the same.” I had done the same. I still hadn’t admitted that to Huck or anyone else. 
 
    “Yeah, well, back to my original question. Do you want to go to Austin and Dallas’ final show?” 
 
    “Final show? I thought it was doing well?” I tossed my keys on the kitchen counter and walked back into my room. 
 
    “It was, but Dallas’s symptoms have gotten worse. The show is going on hiatus.” Huck’s voice sounded sad. “For good. They’re moving to California.” 
 
    I stopped rummaging through my closet and just stared for a moment, finally processing what Huck was telling me. “California has the Death with Dignity law,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.” His answer was defeated. “I know.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Harlow’s excitement throughout the day was almost enough to make me forget Huck’s phone call this morning. She was fucking adorable running all over the museums checking things off her list. But in the back of my mind, I was thinking about Dallas. The news was putting things into perspective for me. It made me think about how short life was and how I needed to enjoy the hell out of it, no matter where it took me. Whether I ever won another medal or whether I was able to ever get Harlow to finally trust me, I just needed to make sure I was enjoying every minute of my journey.  
 
    For now, I tried to force those thoughts to the back of my mind. Today was for Harlow, and I didn’t want to taint our time together by thinking about things I had no control over. 
 
    As we stood in front of the Hope Diamond display case, Harlow pulled a piece of paper out of her bag and unfolded it. It was the Smithsonian scavenger hunt list I handed to her this morning when I picked her up for our date. Her pen tracked down the page until she found the Hope Diamond and with a flick of her wrist, she checked it off.  
 
    I had to give it to myself, a Smithsonian scavenger hunt for a list-obsessed girl? It was a pretty fucking brilliant idea. We’d spent all morning, and most of the afternoon, strolling around the National Mall and through the museums, tracking down the items on her list. Every time she found one, it was like she’d won the lottery. I’d never seen anyone get so much satisfaction out of completing small tasks before. Strange as it was, I loved that little quirk about her—the need to make goals and complete them, no matter how small.  
 
    And for once, we were having fun without all of the usual tension that seemed to hover over us because of our unusual relationship. This was exactly what we needed together. We’d spent the day talking and laughing like it was completely normal for us. She even let me hold her hand everywhere we went. I might not have the ring on anymore, but having her fingers linked was an even better promise. 
 
    “Do you really believe there’s a curse on this thing?” She nodded her head toward the Hope Diamond, a small smile playing at her lips.  
 
    “Why? You willing to risk it and try it on?” 
 
    The good humor disappeared from her face, and her eyes flared in discomfort for a moment. She looked away from the display as if even the thought of wearing it might bring bad luck. “No thanks. No jewelry is worth that. There’s already a curse on the diamonds in our family.” She rubbed her ring finger, and I wondered if it was just a mindless motion, or if she was remembering the ring I’d put on there months ago.  
 
    When Harlow finally met my gaze again, she took in a sharp breath. Her hands dropped to her side, the list fluttering against her leg, and I could tell she wanted to look anywhere but at me. “I meant my mom. Every ring she got, every vow she took, was a curse on our family. I didn’t mean…” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the movement of her thumb as it traced the underside of her naked ring finger. “I was talking about her.” Her expression begged me not to ask her to elaborate. More than anything I just wanted to put a smile back on her face. 
 
    I reached over and grabbed her list, pulling her attention away from all the words said in the last few minutes.  
 
    “What else is left, Cricket?” I asked, changing the subject. I ran my eyes down the sheet, tallying the things she’d found already. “The fragment of Plymouth Rock, Michelle Obama’s inaugural gown, signed baseball from 1937 all-star game, Mr. And Mrs. Peter Doll, the mummified cat—” 
 
    “Wish I could mummify Couch Cat,” she mumbled. “It would definitely lessen the attempts on my life.”  
 
    “Not necessarily. Mummy cats are probably even more dangerous than normal cats,” I pointed out. 
 
    She smiled. “I don’t know. I think cats, in general, are just trying to take over the world one stupid human at a time.” 
 
    “You could be right.” I grinned back at her and then scanned the list again. “Okay, let’s see…giant sequoia slice, the Chinese wedding chair, the Ruby Slippers from the Wizard of Oz, the T-Rex, and the Hope Diamond.”  I looked up at her and waved the list in the air. “Only one thing left.” 
 
    She eagerly snatched the list back, her eyes roaming the page to find the remaining item. “Live butterfly exhibit.” 
 
    I reached into my back pocket and then held up two tickets. “We only have a few minutes to get in line for our time slot.” 
 
    The excitement of the hunt was back in her eyes as she pulled the map from her bag and read it quickly to see where we had to go. She lifted her head to look around and then pointed across the hall. “It’s on the second floor, right across from here.”  
 
    I grabbed the map and her list and stuffed them in my back pocket so that I could take her hand in mine again. As I pulled her out of the gemstone area and across the hall like we were sprinting for an airplane, her laughter echoed behind me. We got in line just in time, right behind a family with three young children. She turned to face me, her hand still in mine, her chest rising with her rapid breathing. 
 
    “You’re not even out of breath!” she accused me. 
 
    I shrugged. “Told you I was a professional athlete, Cricket. You might have speed, but I have endurance.” I rubbed my thumb along the inside of her palm, and she shivered in response.   
 
    “Endurance, huh?” she challenged me, her eyebrows lifting suggestively. “You fell asleep pretty quickly last night. Not even a round two,” she whispered. 
 
    Ignoring her taunt, I pulled the list out of my back pocket. I unhooked the pen she had secured to the top of it, and scribbled out a few items at the bottom. She tried peeking around the page to see what I was writing, but I tilted it away and kept it out of view. “Don’t be so impatient, Cricket. Butterflies first.” I motioned toward the line which was now moving forward to enter the exhibit. 
 
    As expected, she rolled her eyes, but couldn’t hide the smile that followed. “You’re such a tease.” 
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder and leaned down, sweeping her hair to the side so I could whisper in her ear. “You didn’t mind the teasing last night. In fact, I think it worked out in your favor.” 
 
    She turned her head just enough that she could see me. “You’re awfully cocky aren’t you?” she whispered back so that the family in front of her couldn’t hear. 
 
    My hand found her waist and pulled her hips back against my front so she could see just how cocky I was for her. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”  
 
    Her breath hitched. She might not have meant it that way, but now that’s all she was thinking about. It’s all either of us was thinking about.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” she managed to say. She peered back over her shoulder at me, but this time, her bottom lip was caught between her teeth and the excitement that had been in her eyes all day had burned into something less innocent.  
 
    Time to get these butterflies checked off the list and find a quiet place to kiss her senseless. 
 
    The moment we stepped into the habitat, that plan was tossed to the side because Harlow was mesmerized. Butterflies were everywhere—landing on flowers and on top of people’s heads, flittering around from the ground to the roof. Harlow sat down on the edge of the wall to get a closer look at a blue butterfly perched on a flower when another one landed directly on her knee.  
 
    “Trace, look!” For the first time since I’d met her, I saw nothing but pure innocence and joy in her expression. She wasn’t worried about her next article, or our sham marriage, or her broken family. She was just happy. And it made me feel like some kind of knight in shining armor that I helped put that look there. That this date, under the guise of helping her write an article, was doing more in one day for our relationship than I’d managed to do in weeks. 
 
    I took a picture of her and the butterfly with my phone, and then she twisted around to watch the one on the flower again. 
 
    I lost track of how long she sat there watching the butterflies, but I was in no hurry to make her leave. Not when she finally seemed so content with something so simple. Still holding my phone, I scrolled through the selfies we’d taken as we checked items of her list, and then I started searching for some place nearby I could take her to dinner. I was surprised when she started giggling uncontrollably. 
 
    I looked away from my screen. “What?” 
 
    She pointed, and when I looked down to see what she found so amusing, I saw a huge butterfly perched on the bulge in the front of my jeans. It was literally using my dick as a perch.  
 
    Grinning, I found her gaze. “You’re not jealous are you?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of something called a butterfly bush that attracts them, but this one seems to bat for the other team.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief, and she was having a hard time containing her laughter. Before I could stop her, she pulled out her phone and took a picture. I think I heard her mutter something about “butterfly cock” before she finally stood up and tucked her phone back into her bag, still giggling. 
 
    “Are you done?” I asked, lifting my eyebrows and pointing to the butterfly still perched on my zipper. 
 
    She nodded. “Let’s go. I’m starving.” 
 
    I took a step forward, and the butterfly flew away. I set my hand on her back and trailed my fingers down her spine until they settled in the curve right above her ass. I leaned in so only she could hear. “Me too. I could go for a little bush right about now.” 
 
    “Trace!” she hissed, whipping her head around to glare at me. I managed to catch her lips in a quick kiss which cut off any further scolding.  
 
    “Yes, Cricket?” I asked after releasing her mouth. 
 
    “There are children nearby!” she whisper-yelled. 
 
    “Which is why we need to get home as soon as possible so we can have dessert.” My eyebrows arched. “Unless you’d like dinner before dessert?” 
 
    Instead of responding, she gave me a loaded look and grabbed my hand to lead me toward the exit. That was my answer. Dessert first then.  
 
    Harlow didn’t say a word as we exited the building. The sky was starting to turn the rich colors of early evening, and the people who were spread all over the mall were packing up blankets and picnics. She ignored them all as she tugged me toward the nearest metro stop. When I pulled her to a stop in the middle of the mall and spun her around so she was facing me, frustration forced her eyebrows to curve down in confusion.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    I grinned at her and then lifted my phone to take a photo of us with the Smithsonian Castle in the background. 
 
    Her mouth twisted into a frown. “I thought you were in a hurry to get home for…dessert.” 
 
    I pulled her close to me and dipped my head to her neck to brush a kiss there. “One should never rush dessert. It should be savored. Each and every bite—” 
 
    The sound of Harlow’s phone ringing cut me off. 
 
    She pulled away, a guilty look on her face as she rummaged around in her purse. Upon finding the phone, she merely stared at it as it rang twice more. Finally, she answered it. “Flex? Is something wrong?” 
 
    I could hear him answering her, but couldn’t make out what was being said. 
 
    Harlow sighed heavily, and her shoulders slumped. “I told you to stop doing these experiments. You’re not a human guinea pig!”  
 
    She turned away from me, running her hand through her hair as Flex answered her. 
 
    “Where is Lindsey? Can’t she—”  
 
    Her head dropped as she listened.  
 
    “All right, don’t worry. I’ll be there in an hour. Just try to stay comfortable.” She paused as she listened. “Of course. You know I love you.” 
 
    Her finger ended the call, and in the few moments before she turned to face me, I tried to control the surge of jealousy at hearing her tell Flex she loved him.  
 
    She rubbed her hand across her forehead and then jammed her phone back in her bag. Her eyes looked genuinely sad as her gaze met mine. “I’m sorry, but can I get a raincheck on dessert? I need to head over to Flex’s and help him out.” 
 
    “Of course.” I put my hand on her lower back, and we started walking again across the mall. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Her shoulders drooped in defeat and she gripped the strap of her bag like she was trying to strangle it. “Flex participates as a test subject in different medical studies. Some of them are tame, like food studies and such, but he likes to do the ones where he gets paid better money. Those are not always so safe.” Her pace quickened, and her anger was a like a storm cloud around her. 
 
    “I take it this one wasn’t one of the safe ones?” 
 
    She gave me a short, furious shake of her head. “Who knows. I have no idea what it was. But if he feels sick enough that I need to come over, then I’d guess it was one of the sketchy ones. I keep telling him it’s not worth it, no matter how much they pay him.” Her strides quickened, and I had a feeling she wanted to sprint to the metro.  
 
    I had a brief, sick thought wondering if there was anything that would have Harlow running this aggressively toward me. For me. And I felt like an asshole for even thinking it. 
 
    “How dangerous are they?” I asked instead. 
 
    “Hard to say. Even though the so-called scientists running these things think they know what’s going to happen based on animal tests or whatnot. In the end, it’s still an experiment with uncertain results. There was this one experiment in London in 2006 where doctors were testing this drug that was supposed to revolutionize treatment for leukemia and rheumatoid arthritis.” She shook her head, and her mouth flattened in displeasure as she took a deep breath in through her nose. “All six test subjects who got the drug almost died. Their organs started failing, and their immune systems were forever damaged.” She shuddered as she took in another deep breath. “It’s just not worth the money. I don’t know how I can make Flex understand this.” 
 
    “How much does he get paid?” 
 
    Her head whipped around, and she nailed me with an angry stare. “It doesn’t matter how much. Nothing is worth risking his health to be a lab rat for people who don’t even care about him!” 
 
    I held my hands up to ward off her words. “I didn’t say it was. I’m just making conversation.” 
 
    She rubbed her forehead again. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I’m just worried about him. He thought Lindsey was going to be around to stay with him, but she went home for the weekend. So did all of his roommates.” 
 
    “Who’s Lindsey?” 
 
    “His girlfriend,” Harlow said bitterly. 
 
    And I had to wonder if she was bitter because Lindsey went home, or if it was because she was Flex’s girlfriend. 
 
    *** 
 
    Harlow was quiet on the metro ride home, her knee bouncing as she twirled a piece of hair around her finger. She didn’t say a word as we found my truck in the parking lot and she buckled herself into the passenger seat.  
 
    “Where to?” I asked, shoving the key into the ignition. 
 
    Harlow had been staring out the window, but her gaze swung around to meet mine. She was confused. “Flex’s?” she said, her voice lifting at the end, so her answer came out as a question. 
 
    “I know, but where does he live?” 
 
    “Oh.” She shook her head and then blinked her eyes wide open as if she was trying to see clearly. “He lives in my building. You can drop me off there.” 
 
    In her building? Jealousy flared in my chest like the worst case of heartburn, making me feel like an asshole. Again. 
 
    We made good time from the metro station to the apartment complex, and I parked my truck so that I could walk her upstairs. When we reached Flex’s door, she turned to face me. The smile she was wearing didn’t seem to fit well.  
 
    “Thanks for today. I really had a good time.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as if considering what to say next. “I didn’t want it to end,” she finally admitted. Her smile curved into one that was a little more real. “So, obviously, no dessert tonight, but maybe I can still get a goodnight kiss?” Her face tilted up, offering her lips to me. 
 
    I caught her chin between my thumb and forefinger and held her gaze as I slowly leaned down to kiss her. Her eyes drifted shut when my lips pressed along hers. All the pent up stress in her body seemed to leave on a breathy exhale, and when I wrapped my arms around her, she melted into me like warm, liquid sugar. And it took all the control I had not to devour her right in the hallway.  
 
    “I’ll come in and hang out with you,” I offered. “When he starts feeling better, we can sneak away for a little dessert. Buzz is not invited this time.” 
 
    Harlow made a cute groaning noise and then rested her forehead on my chest. “I can’t ask you to stay.” 
 
    “You didn’t. I offered.” 
 
    She looked up at me and scrunched her nose before sighing. “It’s probably not a good idea. I’ll see you tomorrow night, though. Right? To study?” 
 
    Her rejection was a surprise, but I schooled my features so she didn’t know that it bothered me. “Sure. You gonna be okay?” 
 
    Harlow nodded. “Usually Flex just needs someone to baby him. But I can’t say no. What if this time is the time that something bad actually happens, you know? I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    “I get it.” My hand traveled up her arm to settle on the side of her neck. “Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    She leaned into my hand, and I rubbed my thumb along her jaw. “Thanks again for today. It was the best date ever.” 
 
    “You mean second best date. Don’t forget about our date on your birthday.”  
 
    The corners of her mouth lifted in a smile. “My birthday was hot, but today was better.” She pushed up on her toes to give me one last kiss before stepping out of my embrace. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    I dipped my head in acknowledgment and gave her my best impression of Wesley the Farm Boy. “As you wish.” 
 
    She smiled and turned toward the door. As she inserted a key from her own keyring to unlock it, I felt a flush of irritation that she not only had free access to another guy’s apartment, but that she’d never even seen mine. I knew I had no right to be jealous that she’d chosen to cut our date short to help out Flex, but the bitterness came all the same. 
 
    She waved once and gave me a small smile before disappearing behind the door. I was left envious of her sick friend and starving for more time with her.  
 
    Fuck me. I wasn’t used to this. The green-eyed monster was a hungry beast. 
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    17. THAT’S WHAT FRIENDS ARE FOR 
 
    October 9, 2016 
 
    FRIENDS WITH BENEFITS OR SOMETHING MORE? By Harlow Ransom   
 
    If Harlow Ransom truly wanted to annul her marriage, as she has sworn time and again, why has she agreed to date Trace Stone until Thanksgiving? 
 
    “It’s just a means to an end. Whether we end the marriage now or in a few weeks, it doesn’t really matter. As long as no one finds out we were actually married, it’s not a big deal.” 
 
    When asked how she could date someone she doesn’t want to have a relationship with, Harlow responded, “We’re not dating. We’re just hanging out. As friends. Friends with benefits,” she added, embarrassed. “There’s nothing wrong with casual kissing.” 
 
    This reporter pointed out that things are no longer as innocent or simple as Harlow would like to believe. At some point, Ms. Ransom will have to admit she cares for Trace Stone, and that not everything in her life will be something she can just put on one of her lists. She might like to think they’re just friends with benefits, but things have moved past physical and are about to crash land into emotional. 
 
    Harlow laughed. “My emotions have been on lockdown for a long time. I know what I want out of life, and it’s not a husband.” 
 
    If that’s true, why hasn’t she just hocked the wedding ring to pay for the annulment herself? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I shut the front door and then leaned against it, finally releasing my breath. It took all my strength to send Trace away. What I really wanted was to hang out with him for the rest of the night and find out exactly what kind of dessert he would have served up. But my best friend needed my help. Flex had been there for me when I first moved to Maryland and knew exactly zero people. He was there to take me home with him on the holidays when I didn’t get to see my family. He never left me alone when I needed a friend, and I wouldn’t abandon him either. I owed it to Flex to help him out, even if I completely disagreed with the reason he needed me.  
 
    Despite Trace’s offer to help, the last thing I wanted was for him to see me playing nurse. Holding the puke bucket for my sweet but gullible friend wasn’t exactly sexy. I was awkward enough on my own. 
 
    I locked the door behind me and then stalked down the hallway, passing the empty rooms of Flex’s roommates before entering his bedroom in the back.  
 
    “This is the last time I’m doing this,” I threatened, tossing my purse on his desk. I put my hands on my hips and glared at my friend who was sprawled across the bed face-down, his head hanging over the edge with a small trash can underneath.  
 
    “Me too,” he groaned. He lifted his head to look at me briefly before allowing it to fall down to the mattress again. “How am I still barfing? There’s nothing left. I think I’m throwing up body parts I still need.” 
 
    “Serves you right for treating your body like a garbage dump.” My words were meant to scold, but when he started retching into the trashcan, I went into his bathroom and got a cold, wet washcloth.  
 
    I came back just as he finished. He rolled over onto his back, and I sat down on the bed next to him, draping the washcloth across his eyes and forehead. 
 
    “You’re too good to me,” he muttered miserably. 
 
    I smoothed back his wild hair even though it sprang right back up into disarray. “Where’s the paperwork they gave you?” 
 
    He motioned toward his desk, and I rooted around across the top until I found a large white envelope. I opened the flap and pulled out the papers to read. It was pages and pages of medical and legal jargon. I flipped through them haphazardly trying to make sense of it. 
 
    “Okay, I give up. What was it you were testing?” I asked. 
 
    “A painkiller,” Flex said. “Something for HIV and cancer patients.” He clutched his middle and rolled over to retch again. It was clear he’d already gotten rid of everything in his stomach because all he was producing were gut-wrenching sounds that made me want to toss my cookies, too.  
 
    “How long has this been going on?” I asked, looking for the sheet that was usually included to record his symptoms. 
 
    “Two hours,” he moaned, taking the wet washcloth to wipe his mouth.  
 
    “We should take you back in.” 
 
    “I was fine when I left. I don’t think this has anything to do with the testing.” Guilt was heavy in his gaze. “I grabbed lunch at Chickpizz on the way home.” 
 
    “That hole in the wall? You know that place has failed numerous health inspections. No wonder you’re sick.” I threw my hands in the air. “First you let a bunch of whackjobs put only God knows what in your body, and then you eat food even a billy goat wouldn’t touch.” 
 
    “How do I make this go away?” he groaned and rubbed his forehead. “I have to be better by morning. I’m supposed to go back tomorrow for the final dose in the trial.” 
 
    I gave him an unamused laugh. “Like hell you are. You’re not putting any more of that poison in your body. I forbid it.” 
 
    “But if I don’t finish the test, I only get a third of the money. I’m already two-thirds of the way done,” he moaned. 
 
    I slammed the papers down on the top of his desk. “Are you serious right now?” My eyes flicked over to him, and I swear the heat of my words almost set the room on fire.  
 
    “They said everything was flushed out of my system before I left. This is just the Chickpizz’s revenge,” he muttered. 
 
    “Even if that’s true, doing these experiments might permanently ruin something or even kill you. Please promise me you won’t do this anymore.” My voice broke. 
 
    He lifted his eyes, and when he saw the tears streaking down my face, his expression fell. “Don’t cry.” He lifted his hand as if to comfort me but when I didn’t step closer to him, he let it drop back to the mattress. “I won’t. I promise.” Flex frowned, but all I felt was relief. 
 
    “Thank you.” I blinked away the tears and ran my thumb under my eyes as I scanned the sheet of possible side effects to see if there was a reason I might need to take him in to be examined. “Are you having any other symptoms?” I asked. “Trouble breathing, convulsions, a rash?” 
 
    His head shook infinitesimally. I assumed it was because any movement caused his already upset stomach to be more upset. “No. Just the nausea.” 
 
    Once again, I felt relief wash over me. “Okay. I guess it could just be from Chickpizz. Although throwing up sucks ass, it’s not something I think we need to take you to the ER for.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Flex said. “Your driving is even worse than your sports knowledge.” 
 
    “Just for that, I’m adding ‘smack Flex upside the head’ to my list of things to do once you get better.” I walked over to his nightstand and grabbed the remote before sitting on the bed next to him and shoving his legs to his side. “In the meantime, if I have to sit here for the next few hours listening to you puke yourself insides out, I’m going to watch a movie.” 
 
    Flex groaned. “No. Not a chick flick.” 
 
    I turned the television on and searched his cable selections for the sappiest, girliest movie I could find. “You should have thought about that before you ruined my date.” 
 
    Flex lifted his head. “You were on a date?” 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised.” Even though I had no right to be offended, I was. His surprise made me feel like my status as a crazy old cat lady was a foregone conclusion. Which was really unfair because if I was being honest, I didn’t particularly like Couch Cat. 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    I paused for a moment, and I wasn’t sure why. Just because I admitted to my friend that I was on a date, that didn’t mean I was making any lifelong promises. I liked Trace. I enjoyed spending time with him. There was nothing wrong with that. And I knew that Flex would understand that, but I wasn’t sure that my brain did.  
 
    “Trace.” I had to force his name past my lips. Which was ridiculous because I’d spent all day with him in a very public place. Not to mention how intimate I’d been with him last night in my bedroom. 
 
    “Trace Stone? The Trace Stone?” Flex sounded happy despite the fact that his face was mere feet from a puke bucket. 
 
    “You’re so weird,” I told him. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist Blaze pizza and a strawberry smoothie.” He sounded way too pleased with himself. 
 
    “I knew you sold me out.” I narrowed my eyes at him.  
 
    Flex doubled over for a moment clutching his stomach, closing his eyes. When the nausea passed without another round of retching, he spoke again. “Why are you making him work so hard? It’s Trace Stone.” 
 
    “If you like him so much, why don’t you date him?” I scoffed. 
 
    “Trust me, if I had a vagina, I would offer it up first chance I got.” 
 
    I cringed. “Ugh. Move over. I think I need the bucket.” 
 
    Flex managed to laugh. “I’m serious. That guy could have any girl he wants, and for some reason, he wants you.” 
 
    I elbowed him in the bicep. “What do you mean for some reason? You’re supposed to be my friend and tell me lies about how wonderful I am.” 
 
    He fluffed up a pillow and shoved it under his head. “Look, I love you, you know I do. But you have to admit that you don’t have the best track record with guys.”  
 
    I folded my arms over my chest and bit the inside of my lip. “You know why.” 
 
    Flex flung his arm across his eyes and took a few deep breaths, his body going taut with what I assumed was another biting stomach pain. When it was gone, he turned his face to the side so he could see me. “You’re not your mom, Harley. Don’t punish yourself for her mistakes.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “I don’t want to argue. I’m going to take a nap.” He turned his face to the other side. 
 
    I could take a hint. “Good. I hope you don’t mind if I watch The Notebook then.” 
 
    He groaned in protest which sounded a lot like, “Noooooo.” 
 
    My grin was semi-evil as I turned the volume up so he’d be able to hear every single word. “Sometimes the most important lessons are the hardest ones,” I told him. “Think about this movie the next time you even think about putting crap in your body.” 
 
    Sappy, romantic music filled the room, and I settled in to enjoy a good movie and Flex’s suffering. 
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    18. PIE A LA MODE 
 
    October 10, 2016 
 
    COUCH CAT STRIKES AGAIN by Harlow Ransom   
 
    There is a supervillain on the loose, and her name is Couch Cat. She entered Harlow Ransom’s life like an ancient Greek, using a Craig’s List couch as her own Trojan Horse. Since then, Couch Cat has turned an otherwise intelligent woman into a scatterbrained slave. This insidious villain could open the gates of hell any time she wishes and destroy Harlow with just a thought, but instead, she chooses to keep the human around for her personal amusement. When Harlow steps out of line, Couch Cat is there to remind her exactly who’s boss and punishes her accordingly. 
 
    Although this force of evil is dangerous, authorities have confirmed that Couch Cat poses no risk to anyone but Ms. Ransom herself. When asked if she would consider having Couch Cat removed so that she could return to a life of relative safety, Harlow cast a worried glance around her small apartment before answering. “You’ve got it all wrong. Couch Cat wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    This reporter pointed out half a dozen incidents involving Couch Cat that resulted in injury to Harlow. 
 
    “Oh those?” she said, glancing nervously around again. “Those were just accidents.” 
 
    Denial doesn’t make the danger any less real. One can only hope Ms. Ransom will figure that out before it’s too late. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Oh my God. I forgot to make a list.  
 
    I dropped my bag next to the coffee table and looked around my apartment like I’d never seen it before. 
 
    Today was Monday, the first day of the week, and I hadn’t made a list. I couldn’t remember the last time I hadn’t made a list at some point during my morning to remind me of all the things I had to do the rest of the day.  
 
    My dad was the one who’d gotten me obsessed with lists. After my mom left and Marlow and Willow were sent to live with their fathers on the other side of the country, I couldn’t function. I misbehaved at school, I lashed out at anyone and everyone, and I refused to come out of my room most of the time. My life spiraled out of my control, and I felt helpless.  
 
    And so my dad taught me how to write a list. How to make a plan. 
 
    “Pick goals,” he’d said. “And write them down. Make them real. That way you know what you’re working toward. You know what you want. You can take control of your life.” 
 
    In the aftermath of my mother’s disappearing act, I found comfort in my lists. There was a huge sense of satisfaction in being able to cross things off and soon I was putting even the smallest of tasks on there just so I had a chance to draw a line through them.  
 
    It wasn’t until I realized that all those stories in my head could actually become something big for my master list that I found my true calling. Journalism. It was something I could invest my time in. Something that could be mine if I just worked hard enough for it. I’d never have to worry about it leaving me for something better. 
 
    I knew that most people thought my lists were ridiculous, but it was because of them that I’d finally found my focus.  
 
    Was I losing it now? 
 
    My gaze stopped as it found one of my throw pillows in the middle of the floor—eviscerated.  
 
    Shit. Clearly, I’d also forgotten to feed Couch Cat before I left for classes.  
 
    As I took in the carnage of her violent attack on my living room decor, I had to suppress a shudder wondering if we were now even, or if the pillow was merely a warning and she’d get true revenge on me later while I slept. 
 
    I was totally locking my bedroom door tonight.   
 
    Picking up the remains of the pillow, I warily made my way into the kitchen to throw it away and get Couch Cat some food. 
 
    What was going on with me? My excessively organized mind was on strike, and my routine was shot to shit. The only thing I’d been able to concentrate on all day was seeing Trace again. After the way we’d left things yesterday, I was anxious to see him. Eager even. 
 
    When had I gone from dreading the idea of seeing Trace to hoping for it? He and his cocky personality had burrowed under my skin, making me crave him—the dangerous kind of craving that had the ability to derail my entire life. In the back of my mind, the way I was starting to feel about Trace was something I knew was probably bad for me and my future, but I couldn’t resist wanting it. He’d not only filled in all the empty spaces in my life, but he’d carved out brand new spots to fill. He was consuming me.  
 
    I stuffed the torn pillow into the trash which was already so full that the lid couldn’t completely close. I needed to add take out the trash to my list…after I actually started a list. Leaving the trash lid propped open, I glanced around for Couch Cat. I hadn’t seen my furious roommate yet, which didn’t bode well for me. I didn’t even want to know what she might have done to my bedroom.  
 
    I leaned down to pull her food out from under the sink and then filled her bowl to the top, as if that could somehow bribe her that we were even—no further retaliation required. With a sigh, I went back into the living room and collapsed on the couch, pulling folders and books out of my bag. I needed to try and get some work done before Trace came by. 
 
    I was jotting down notes for my next article when my phone buzzed with an incoming message. I picked it up to see Trace’s name. 
 
    Trace: We still studying tonight? 
 
    A twist of unease flashed through me at his message. He never asked if we were studying, he usually just showed up. Besides, I’d told him yesterday that I would see him tonight. Did he not want to come over now? My thumbs skipped across the keys as I answered him. Despite the blip of uncertainty when I first saw his message, I couldn’t resist being a smartass.  
 
    Me: You’ve never needed permission before. 
 
    His answer was immediate. 
 
    Trace: I wasn’t asking permission 
 
    He was a presumptuous, cocky ass and that should bother me, at least as much as his lack of punctuation did, but I was so happy to hear from him I couldn’t manage to be upset. And that should really bother me. I was a strong, independent woman. I shouldn’t let a man act all alpha male on me. I should— 
 
    Trace: Got a question for you 
 
    Me: What? 
 
    Weak. I was weak. 
 
    Trace: It’s about dessert 
 
    And now my knees were weak because dessert was code for naughty naked things. At least I hoped it was. 
 
    Me: The answer is yes. 
 
    Trace: You don’t even know what I was going to ask 
 
    I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and smiled as I typed. 
 
    Me: So you don’t want dessert? I already had it unwrapped and everything. It’s nice and warm and ready to be devoured. 
 
    After I hit send, I stared at the message in shock. I couldn’t believe I wrote something that filthy. I wished there was a way to take it back.  
 
    My phone buzzed again. 
 
    Trace: Fuck me Cricket 
 
    I blew out a breath and laughed my relief. 
 
    Me: That was the general idea. 
 
    The typing icon flashed again before another text rang through. 
 
    Trace: On my way 
 
    Me: Wait. What was your question? 
 
    When he didn’t answer right away, I pushed up from the couch, suddenly desperate to do something other than awkwardly wait for him to arrive. My phone sat quietly on the counter as I shoved dirty plates and silverware into the dishwasher.  
 
    Wait. Why was I doing dishes? I should be prepping myself, not the kitchen! I slammed the dishwasher door shut and abandoned the rest of my breakfast mess, hightailing it toward my bathroom. 
 
    The phone vibrated, and when I peeked down at the text, all of my breath whooshed out of me in an excited exhale.  
 
    Trace: I was going to ask you how you liked your pie eaten. Straight up plain…or a la mode? 
 
    I accidentally ran into the wall and fumbled with the phone, my thumbs hitting only half of the correct letters as I attempted to reply. I sent the message anyway, hoping autocorrect would fix what I couldn’t be bothered to do.  
 
    Me: a la me 
 
    I stared at what I’d written and then laughed. It’s not like he needed an actual answer. He just wanted to get a reaction out of me. 
 
    Mission accomplished. 
 
    Forcing my legs to support me, I continued down the hall toward the bathroom to freshen up. I’d only made it halfway when I heard a knock on the door. I spun around, confused. That couldn’t be Trace already. Could it? A few steps to the door and a peek through the peephole confirmed that it not only could be…it was. His hair was wet like he’d just gotten out of the shower and he was leaning against the door, breathing deeply as if he’d just run all the way to my place. 
 
    I unlocked the door, and before it was fully open, Trace slipped inside and kicked it shut behind him. His bag was tossed to the floor at our feet right before his hands cupped my face, his fingers digging into my hair, as he roughly pushed me up against the nearest flat surface. My head thudded against the wall, but I didn’t care. I opened my mouth to ask him how he’d gotten here so quickly, but he silenced me with a crushing kiss—one that stole my breath, my thoughts, my inhibitions. He tilted my head, his lips and tongue annihilating any control I had left as I yielded to his mouth.   
 
    My hands went to his shirt and my fingers bunched the fabric as I pushed it up. I got it halfway off, and then he broke the kiss to reach behind his head to completely remove it. I reached for him again but flinched back as pain sliced across my upper thigh, accompanied by an angry growl. My body jerked and I looked down to see Couch Cat dangling from my leg. Her claws were buried into the fabric of my clothes and digging into my flesh—hence the pain. Her back legs were kicking on the bare skin of my lower leg, trying to find purchase like she was planning to climb me like a tree. I stumbled as I attempted to dislodge her off my leg. All I accomplished was causing her to claw me harder. She was hissing like her tail was being ripped off and I screamed out in pain while her claws left gouges all over my lower legs.  
 
    Trace’s arms and head were caught up in his shirt as he struggled to get it off and I knew I couldn’t count on him to rescue me from my pissed-off cat. I danced around, shaking my leg, and Couch Cat’s grip finally loosened enough that she fell off. I backed away from her in an attempt to avoid another attack and accidentally stepped on Trace’s bag in the process. My foot landed half on the bag before sliding off, my ankle twisting in an audible pop as it hit the floor. I tumbled in a heap against the door, banging the back of my head while Couch Cat took another swipe at my knee before tearing off across the floor with a loud hiss. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Trace had finally freed himself from his shirt and looked around the entryway to my apartment like he expected Ashton Kutcher to pop out and tell us we were on an episode of Punked. He dropped into a squat in front of me without waiting for an explanation. “Are you okay, Cricket?” 
 
    Groaning, I pushed myself into a sitting position. “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “That cat is a menace.” He ran his fingers along my leg, avoiding the bloody scratches Couch Cat had left in her wake.  
 
    “I know.” I maneuvered myself onto my knees, using his shoulder for support. When I attempted to stand, my ankle buckled under my weight. I fell into Trace and knocked him off balance, taking both of us to the floor. He grunted as he hit the hardwood and then his breath was knocked out of him when I collapsed on top of him. He was sprawled on his back with me draped over him like a clumsy, awkward, human blanket.  
 
    He chuckled as his hands came up to grip my waist. “When I imagined being underneath you, this wasn’t exactly how I planned it going.” He grinned and kissed the tip of my nose. 
 
    “Not sexy?” I teased. If my cat didn’t end up killing me, embarrassment probably would. 
 
    He shrugged. “You were a little smoother in my imagination.” His fingers slid along my sides, teasing the bottom of my shirt out of the way so he could touch my skin. 
 
    “That’s wishful thinking.” I raised my eyebrows and smirked at him. “After busting my nose on the door the day I met your family, the paintball mishap, and the incident with my hair stuck in the couch, you’d think you’d know better by now.” I spread my hands over his bare chest, marveling at how his beautiful body could make me forget about my discomfort and humiliation. Or at least not mind it so much. 
 
    “As much as I enjoy being at your mercy, how about we move this to someplace more comfortable?” he suggested, reaching up to tuck some of my loose hair behind my ear. 
 
    “That might be easier said than done.” I rolled my foot around, grimacing when I felt the sharp pain of what was likely a sprain. “I twisted my ankle on your bag.” 
 
    His thumbs slid into the waistband of my yoga pants, and it caused my heart to stutter before racing in anticipation. “Need me to patch you up?” he asked. “I promise to make you feel all better when I’m done.” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to think of something witty to say. When I didn’t answer, Trace lifted his head to kiss me and then sucked on my lip, nibbling on it in a way that caused a sucker punch of pleasure right between my legs. He pulled my hips into his and soon we were kissing and grinding and dry humping on the floor like animals. The scratches on my legs were on fire, and there was a good chance my ankle was well on its way to becoming the size of a watermelon, but I didn’t care. Because he was hard, and I was soft, and we were both hot enough to torch my entire apartment. 
 
    Trace tore his mouth from mine, and we were both panting, our hips still rocking against each other. “Cricket.” He put his hands on my waist to roll me to my side and off his chest. Pushing up on his elbow, he looked down at me and gently pushed the hair out of my face again. “Let me get you to your room so I can look at your battle wounds.” 
 
    “I’d rather you get back to all the pie talk.” 
 
    He grinned and got up, pulling me into his arms like I weighed nothing, and then carried me down the hall to my room. He set me in the middle of my comforter and went into the bathroom to get something to clean my leg. When he returned, he had a bag of ice and a wet towel. Unsurprisingly, he’d also managed to find an ace bandage. Sadly, that ace bandage had seen more action than my bed had. 
 
    Trace set everything aside and then reached for my hips. He gave me a wicked grin before beginning the process of peeling my yoga pants down. “These have to come off if I’m going to patch you up properly.” 
 
    My mouth twisted into an amused smile. “I’ve heard that one before,” I joked. When the waistband of my pants made it past my hips, and he got a view of the black thong I was wearing, his gaze caught fire. He didn’t say a word about it, which was a bit disappointing since I’d suffered through the discomfort of sexy panties all day just to get a reaction out of him. Tossing my pants to the floor, Trace reached for the ice and ace bandage. In no time, he’d fixed up my ankle and then propped it on a pillow. 
 
    We were both quiet as he worked. I was afraid of what might come out of my mouth if I opened it. With the gentle way he was treating me, I was beginning to worry he might not follow through with all the pie eating and dessert promises he’d made earlier. And the sad thing was, I was desperate enough to beg for both if I had to. 
 
    “This is becoming our thing,” he finally said, breaking the silence. He slid the warm washcloth along my leg, gently cleaning the spots where Couch Cat had done her worst. The scratches hurt like hell, but they weren’t bleeding anymore. “Your demonic cat injures you, and I need to come to the rescue.” 
 
    I winced as he moved my leg and it jostled my sore ankle. “All part of my evil plan to make you my slave.” 
 
    He gripped my calf and lifted it, kissing right above where the bag of ice was wrapped around my ankle. “No need to hurt yourself for my attention, Cricket. I think it’s pretty obvious I’d do just about anything to be near you. Eat ice cream at ten in the morning, bring you food, watch you study, take a bullet for you.” 
 
    I swallowed thickly, nerves and emotion battling for control in my throat. “And follow me across the country?” I joked.  
 
    Trace wasn’t flustered by my question, and I wasn’t quite sure if I wanted him to be. Since we’d become friends, we hadn’t brought up our shotgun marriage or the odd coincidence of us attending the same university. I’d agreed to date him until Thanksgiving, but now that we were becoming more than just friends, the entire situation felt even more tangled and confused. We were still married, but we couldn’t stay that way. 
 
    Could we? 
 
    No. Definitely not. That would be crazy. I had school and internships to worry about. A future that didn’t include a husband. This was just…fun. And when the fun was over, everything else would be too. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted as he tossed the wet washcloth to the side and continued to kiss up my leg leaving a trail of goosebumps wherever his lips touched. His mouth reached my knee and then didn’t stop, heading straight for the land of pie. He pushed my thighs apart, his thumbs brushing down the middle of me over my thong. His touch sent a shiver through my body that reached all the way to my toes and fingertips.  
 
    He bent his head, his breath fanning over me, and then looked up from between my legs to meet my gaze. 
 
    “This will be the best a la mode you’ve ever had.” His voice was rough, and he slipped a finger between the fabric of my thong and my skin, sliding it down to the spot that made my hips automatically arch off the mattress to get closer to him. There was a twinge of pain in my bum foot, but I ignored it as he stroked me.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    I was surprised to discover I was the one who’d said it and that the word was followed by the tilt of my hips upward.  
 
    Trace chuckled. “Patience, Cricket.” He made quick work of removing my thong and then his fingers were on me again, sliding and slick. Dipping in and out at a rhythm that forced my hips to roll and my breathing to turn into half-formed words.  
 
    He continued to push his fingers deep inside me and then bent his head down and flicked his tongue across my most sensitive spot. I didn’t have much experience with having my pie eaten. In fact, Trace was the first. All of my sexual experiments in high school were basically just a quick game of hide the salami. Brief, inexperienced, selfish, and wholly disappointing.  
 
    But Trace was none of those things, and his tongue worked me in a way that made it impossible for me to stay still. My body just wanted to get closer to him. To have more of whatever he had to give me. 
 
    His fingers plunged inside me, and he licked and sucked until I couldn’t even keep my eyes open anymore. Waves and waves of glorious perfection crashed over me, and my hips were snapping, and the fingers of his free hand were digging into my ass to hold me to him. The orgasm that slammed into me was nothing short of heavenly. I was chanting God’s name and Trace’s name, and I think I even heard angels singing. Or maybe it was me—hard to say. 
 
    When my breathing returned to normal, Trace crawled back up my body to plant a kiss on my lips before collapsing next to me and pulling me against his chest. He closed his eyes. 
 
    He was quiet for a few moments, twirling a piece of my hair around his finger, so I jabbed him in the ribs with my elbow. “Are you going to sleep?” 
 
    “Ow, Cricket.” He rubbed the spot where I’d hit him. “I’m not sleeping. It’s just…” He motioned to my bum ankle. “You’re hurt. You need to rest.” 
 
    “Like hell I do.” I wasn’t very graceful, but I was determined. It didn’t take me long to get on top of him and straddle his waist. He grinned his cocky smile the entire time. “I’ve been useless all day waiting for dessert. You’re not getting out of this with just a little nibble.” I sat fully down on him and even though it tweaked my ankle, I refused to so much as grimace in front of him. 
 
    He gave me an offended look. “That was more than a nibble, Cricket,” he said, pointing to the spot between my legs. “That was a fucking pie feast.” 
 
    My hands dropped to the button on his jeans, and I started undoing it. “And it’s not over yet.” Distracted, I reached over to my nightstand and pulled out a condom before turning back to the problem of his pants. His amused grin at my eagerness and his lack of help getting his jeans down made the whole situation even more awkward than it needed to be. I managed to get his boxers and pants down far enough that he sprang free, hard and ready. I tore open the packet, and he raised his eyebrows at me, putting his arms behind his head, wondering just how forward I was going to be.  
 
    I laughed inwardly. One thing Trace needed to learn about me, once I set my mind to something I wanted, there was no turning back.  
 
    I unrolled the condom over him, and when I lifted myself onto my knees, his cocky smile faltered, showing unfiltered lust. With one hand on his chest for balance and the other still holding him, I looked down between us as I swept the head of him between my legs. I lifted my eyes to his face, and when he met my gaze, my hips lowered down, and he slid deep inside, forcing us both to moan. 
 
    Trace’s hands were no longer behind his head, but on my waist, holding me down on him as he lifted his hips and swirled up into me. That movement made my vision go hazy as my eyes fluttered shut. His hand slipped under my shirt and up between my breasts until his fingers curled around the base of my neck. His grip felt both primal and protective at the same time. “Take what you want, Harlow,” he rasped. 
 
    Hearing my name, instead of my nickname, knocked something loose inside me. It was like a chain snapped and unleashed some animal I couldn’t control. And for once, I wasn’t scared to let that control go. I held onto his shoulders, lifting my hips and then lowering myself back down onto him. Grinding, lifting, rolling, moaning…riding him as he bucked up underneath me. His light grip on my neck felt like it was the only thing keeping me from flying apart as I completely gave control over to the needy beast inside me. 
 
    The movements between us were slow and deep at first, but they didn’t stay that way long. Trace’s body followed the pace that mine demanded, and the sounds of our heavy breathing was accompanied by the creak of my bed and slap of skin. The rough denim of his jeans scratched the back of my thighs, and I could feel my release building with every movement. Knowing I was too impatient to even get him fully naked before I’d jumped him was such a turn on.  
 
    Trace’s hand slid from the front of my neck around to fist in my hair so that he could pull me down for a kiss. I let go of his shoulders to grip the sheet on either side of his head. He held me against his body, and our hips continued to thrust into one another in desperation. The slow burn of my orgasm began to roll over me, and when Trace said my name again, it exploded inside me, lighting me up like a fucking pinball machine hitting the bonus target. My body went rigid, and I tore the sheets free as Trace pushed up into me one final time, growling my name as he wrapped his arms around me, crushing me to him. 
 
    I collapsed, feeling boneless in his grip, both of us fighting to catch our breath. 
 
    “Fucking hell, Cricket.” Trace slid his hand into the tangled mess of my hair and kissed me. “Best pie ever.” 
 
    I nuzzled his neck and sighed. “I think I like your a la mode.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    19. ANY WAY BUT WILD 
 
    October 10, 2016 
 
    IS STONE’S LEGACY HISTORY, OR IS HE ABOUT TO BECOME A LEGEND? By GossipGrind.com   
 
    Trace Stone’s agent, Jesse Dunne, insists that his client will be ready for the competitive season and has already committed to a few races in December for the Back Country Tour.  
 
    “He’s stronger than he was a year ago,” Dunne said. “He’s hungry for a win and I think the injury has put a lot of things in perspective, making him even more competitive than ever before.” 
 
    When asked why Stone was staying out of the public eye, Dunne replied, “He’s focused on his training and doesn’t want to be distracted by questions over his health and workouts. He’s aware that his fans are anxious to see him and I have a few things in the works to answer some of their questions. We just ask for a little patience while he keeps his focus where it needs to be—on winning.” 
 
    Dunne would neither confirm nor deny rumors that Stone was now on the East Coast, or in his hometown, but that hasn’t stopped some fans from taking to social media with hastily taken pictures and claims of Stone sightings. The most recent sighting occurred yesterday when a fan insisted he’d seen Stone at The Smithsonian Museum with an unknown woman. The photo taken was of the couple’s profile as they hurried to leave the building. Not only was the image blurred, but the man in question was wearing a hat, making identification nearly impossible.  
 
    We’re just as eager as fans to discover what Stone has been up to since August, but the question must be posed; if Stone is training to make history, why would he be spending his weekends at a museum? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    After Harlow was done manhandling me, she rolled to my side and nestled into the crook of my arm. The ice had been knocked off the bed, and the ace bandage was loose around her leg, but when I promised to fix it, she waved me away and insisted she didn’t need it. It was still early in the night, and we should have gotten up to study, but we both seemed content to lay in bed, hands and mouths gently exploring dips and curves and skin. 
 
    I took a piece of her copper-colored hair and wrapped it around my finger as I stared at her. She opened her mouth to say something and then quickly closed it before the words could escape.  
 
    “Just say it, Harlow. Whatever it is, just say it.” 
 
    Her face tilted toward mine. “That first night…my birthday?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We…it was intense.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed along her ear. “You remember?” 
 
    She shrugged, struggling to get the words out. “I didn’t at first,” she finally said. “I guess it was just shock and denial.” She gazed around the room, noting the pillows tossed to the floor, and the sheets ripped from the corners of the mattress, just like they had been on the night of her birthday. “I got a little crazy.” 
 
    “I like it when you get crazy.” I twisted the curl of her hair a little tighter, and she sucked in a breath and made a little moan as she leaned into me, searching for my lips. The kiss was soft, lazy, and sweet. 
 
    “What else makes you crazy, Cricket?” I whispered. My fingers skimmed along her ribs and then back down to her waist. “Do you like it naughty? What I did to you with Buzz? When I made you come on my fingers in the middle of the dance floor? Does a little kink make you crazy?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and dipped her head until her lips were pressed against my chest. “Yes.” The word was barely an inhale of breath it was so quiet. 
 
    “You want kink? More a la mode?” I pressed my hands into the small of her back so that she arched into me. 
 
    Harlow nodded.  
 
    “Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    She looked up at me, her eyes full of want. “I want you to be in control. Maybe tie me up?” She said it like a question; like she couldn’t believe she was admitting it and she was unsure whether I’d refuse. 
 
    Clearly, she underestimated the male mind. She was willing to let me tie her up? She trusted me enough to give up control and let me have my way with her? To please her however I wanted? 
 
    Fuck yes. I didn’t have to be asked twice. 
 
    I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I was still wearing my pants since she never took them all the way off. I pulled them up, but left the button undone as I stood up. I turned to face her. “Stay.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes blazing at the command. I crossed the room and opened her closet door, scanning the shelves, looking for what I needed. Hanging on a hook, I found one of those gauzy scarves women wore even when it wasn’t cold out. I snagged it and then turned to face Harlow, twisting it into a tight rope and wrapping the ends around my hands as I stalked back toward the bed. Climbing onto the mattress, I straddled her, the blankets she’d pulled over herself trapping her beneath me.  
 
    I took her hands in mine and positioned them in front of me, leaning in to kiss her. When she kissed me back, she surrendered to the movements of my fingers, and I said in a low voice, “Trust me, Cricket.”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes to watch as I slowly looped the scarf around her wrists, pausing to kiss her deeply each time another coil slipped over her skin. I finished by twisting the fabric between her wrists and over the loops I’d already created before tying a knot to hold it all tightly in place. 
 
    A shiver of excitement rushed through her as we stared down at our hands—hers bound and mine holding the other end of the scarf. The material was soft, but she couldn’t move. She was at my mercy.  
 
    “Do you do this often?” she asked. 
 
    “First time.” 
 
    She huffed out a nervous laugh, her cheeks stained pink as she blushed. “You’re pretty good with knots for this to be the first time.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what you can learn on the internet.” I rubbed my thumbs across the coils around her wrists, and I rocked my hips into her.  
 
    Her breath hitched as she inhaled. “Why on earth would you google how to tie knots? This is the first time I’ve even brought it up.” Her voice wavered. As much as giving control over to me made her nervous, I could tell she also liked it. A lot. 
 
    I grinned and leaned over her, pulling her arms up over her head to tie the end of the scarf around a headboard slat. “You forget, Cricket. I’ve seen inside your nightstand drawer. I knew you liked it wild.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to deny the accusation, but I merely leaned down to silence her—lips first. I caught her mouth with mine and her argument dissolved into a kiss, my hips grinding against hers as I tugged at the scarf to make sure the knot was secure. 
 
    “If you change your mind and decide you don’t want this, tell me to stop.” My eyes searched hers. “I won’t force you to do something you don’t want.” 
 
    She was panting hard from our kiss, and her tongue darted out to taste where my mouth had been just moments ago. “I want this,” she said.  
 
    I lifted up on my knees and started peeling the blanket back down her body. She hadn’t put her pants back on so every inch I revealed was more naked skin. I shoved the blanket to the floor since that’s where it would end up once she started kicking and shoving at the bedding, and then I crawled back up her body, my hands stroking her from the toes up. She leaned into my caresses, and I could see her straining against the scarf in an attempt to touch me, but it held fast. I pushed her shirt up over her head, letting it rest over her hands before reaching around her back and undoing her bra. I pushed the delicate lace up over her arms to her wrists and then bent my head down to draw a nipple into my mouth. My hands were wrapped around her ribs, gently arching her back to bring her closer to my mouth. With each suck and flick of my tongue, her body twisted, always trying to get closer to me. When I started to tease her with barely there kisses across her chest and down her belly, she made frustrated little moans that drove me insane. 
 
    “I want you inside,” she begged.  
 
    I rubbed against her, and she wrapped a leg around the back of my thigh, trying to pull me closer. 
 
    It was a monumental effort to pull away, but I got up and stood next to the bed, staring down at her as I pushed my jeans to the floor. Her gaze was greedy, and she licked her lips as I slowly inched my boxers down. I got another condom, and she watched hungrily as I rolled it on.  
 
    “You want me to fuck you?” I asked in a low voice, pushing her thigh to the side to make room for me between her legs. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. 
 
    “Hard or gentle?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with mischief, and she yanked on her hands like she wanted to grab onto me, the scarf going taut with her failure to get free. “I want it wild.” 
 
    I hovered over her on my knees, my hand resting on the mattress next to her head. She was looking down between us, so I shoved my hand into her hair, gripping it firmly as I tilted her head up so she was looking at me. “Eyes on me,” I ordered, kissing her. 
 
    She groaned a “yes” into my mouth, and when I lowered my hips down to grind against her, she bucked up. I could feel how wet she was as I slid along the heat of her. I wrapped my hand around the back of her knee and jerked it up to her chest, opening her up to me as I pushed inside of her, a shallow thrust that I repeated over and over again. 
 
    “Oh God,” she moaned. Her head fell back to the mattress, her eyes closing. I wanted to command her to keep her eyes on me again, but I liked that she couldn’t help but close them—as if eye contact was too much to bear. 
 
    I pumped my hips into her, going deeper each time, keeping my grip on her hair.  
 
    “Harder,” she begged in a rough voice.  
 
    I pushed hard until I was deep inside of her, and she demanded I do it again. 
 
    She was the one tied up, the one at my mercy, but I was the one who was a slave to her orders. Each thrust into her frayed my control until I felt completely unleashed. Each drag out only made me want to be buried deeper inside. My hips were slamming into her, and her free leg was clamped around my hip as she arched up into me with each thrust. 
 
    Just like in Vegas, the bed was rocking with our movements, the headboard banging against the wall behind it, as Harlow made desperate sounds of pleasure. 
 
    Suddenly her body went rigid. She was chanting “yes” and “oh God” over and over. When her orgasm crashed through her, she said my name again and pulled so hard on the scarf that she broke the slat it was tied around. Ignoring the damage, she slipped her tied hands over my head, holding me against her as she jerked up into me, riding the wave of her climax. 
 
    I thrust my hips into her a final time, her name like a confession as I shuddered inside of her. The reality of how much I wanted her was barreling down my spine with an intensity I hadn’t expected. I collapsed against the bed, trying to keep most of my weight off her as we both tried to catch our breath. Her hands rested against the back of my neck, her arms hanging limply around me. 
 
    “Looks like I owe you a new bed,” I pointed out. 
 
    Her laugh was weak with exhaustion. “Not yet. We have a few more things to break off before it’s totally worthless.” 
 
    I chuckled. “The next bed will have to be sturdier. I can’t imagine fucking you any way but wild from now on.”  
 
    I expected her to argue, to put an expiration date on whatever it was we were doing, but she merely pulled my face down to hers to kiss me.  
 
    “I think I could get used to that,” she said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three weeks. It had been three weeks since our first real date, and Harlow hadn’t run off screaming yet. In all honesty, that was a huge improvement from the night of her birthday. I’d followed through with my promise to help her with her article, and I found myself in her bed more often than mine most nights. Not that I was complaining. Being wrapped around Harlow was my favorite way to sleep these days. 
 
    Things were getting back on track with my workouts, too. When I wasn’t in class or with my girl, I was training. Hard. My confidence had returned and my knee was feeling great. My agent was so excited about my progress, he was like a twelve-year-old boy who just discovered masturbation. He spent a lot of time researching locations where I might be able to get in some actual snow time in the next few weeks. 
 
    For the first time in months, I was looking forward to being on my board again. All the apprehension I’d felt back in the summer was finally gone. I couldn’t deny that my newfound confidence might have something to do with Harlow. I didn’t know what it was about her that made me feel grounded again. Maybe it was the fact that she was self-assured and focused on her future. Or it could have been the fact that she constantly challenged me, which was what I’d always needed to be at my best. Whatever it was, she made me feel more like myself than I had since my accident. She’d made it clear to me many times since we’d met that she didn’t need me, but I was beginning to understand that I just might be the one who needed her. And the knowledge that I wasn’t frightened by that need only made me more sure that my life was heading in the right direction.  
 
    Which was why I was currently talking to my agent, Jesse Dunne, about publicity and endorsement opportunities that he was scheduling in the next few months. It was crazy to think that even when I wasn’t competing, I could earn money just with my name and face. 
 
    “I’m sending you the information for your train ticket up to New York this weekend. You just need to be at the Quench offices on Saturday by 3:00 p.m. for your endorsement shoot,” Jesse said. “I have you staying at the New York Hilton Midtown. You’ll head over to the Sports Weekly headquarters directly after for their photo shoot and interview.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the automatic tensing of my neck muscles. Quench. Right. I was lucky to get that one. At least I kept telling myself that. A lifetime supply of sports drink and an endorsement deal that was almost too good to be true. The only problem was hocking a product with the unfortunate name of Quench. The person responsible for coming up with that brand should have to have the word tattooed on his forehead for being such an idiot. It didn’t sound like something I’d reach for after a hard workout. It sounded like the name of the crazy town drunk or the pervy next door neighbor who liked to peek through your curtains while you were naked. Definitely not something I’d want to put in my mouth. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told Jesse. “This is a great opportunity for me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Me too. I get twenty percent of that deal, remember?” 
 
    “You deserve it. After everything I lost for both of us last winter because of the accident—” 
 
    “It happens,” he interrupted. “It’d be almost surprising if you didn’t get hurt at some point during your career. I’m just glad you’re back on the mend, man. I can’t wait to see you compete this season.” 
 
    I clenched my fist and then released it. My body was itching to tear down a mountain at breakneck speed. “I can’t wait to get back on the snow.”  
 
    “I’m working on that,” he promised. “I’ve got a good lead that I’m going to check on now. I’ll give you a call later.” 
 
    “Later,” I agreed before hanging up and shoving my phone into my back pocket. I tossed my empty water bottle into a recycling bin and headed for the Student Union. I was sweaty from my morning run, but I wanted to get a copy of the Diamondback before I headed back to my apartment. Harlow’s story was supposed to be published today, and I was anxious to read it since she’d refused to let me look at it beforehand. 
 
    I entered the building and grabbed my copy, opening it right there in the foyer, too eager to read what she’d written to find a place to sit down. I found the words The Perfect Date, the title that I’d come up with weeks ago, and grinned as I read. As usual, the writing was witty and engaging, with just a little bit of awkwardness thrown in. Just like Harlow. She listed out all of the dates we’d had together, starting off with the paintball outing. She left out the mishap with Bobby and managed to make the date sound like something I’d want to do again. Although next time I’d make sure we weren’t playing with a bunch of angry teenage boys. 
 
    She went on to talk about the Smithsonian scavenger hunt, recounting things I’d forgotten about. Then there was our day at National Harbor where we rode the huge Ferris Wheel and bought half the merchandise in the Peeps store. There was the trip to the Inner Harbor where we rented a paddleboat before catching a concert at Powerplant Live. A hike to Great Falls, a night of dancing lessons at Mobtown Ballroom, and the quirky ghost tour we took through Baltimore rounded out the rest of the dates. Even with my training schedule and Harlow’s jobs and schoolwork, we’d made the most of the last twenty-one days. 
 
    “Hey! Where’s your orange?” 
 
    I looked up to find Flex standing in front of me, gesturing at my sweaty shirt. He was dressed in Orioles gear from head to toe.  
 
    “The O’s season is over,” I told him, confused. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s Halloween, and The Coffee Bar is giving out free donuts if you order a coffee and wear orange.” He gave me a look like I’d forgotten to put on pants.  
 
    “I just came in for the paper,” I said holding up the Diamondback. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Harley’s story. It was great, huh?” 
 
    “You read it?” I was surprised he’d already read it this morning seeing as how it was barely 7 a.m.  
 
    “Yeah, I read it a few days ago. She always has me proofread her work before she hands it in to the editor. She worries too much. It’s always perfect.” He chuckled. 
 
    She let Flex read it but not me? I knew they both worked at the Diamondback, but I never really thought about how closely they worked together. Once again, the green-eyed monster reared its head, and I felt an urge to mark my territory. To prove Harlow was mine. Which was the most asinine thing I could do. For one, Flex was the nicest guy I’d ever met. He didn’t have a dickhead bone in his body. Secondly, if Harlow knew I wanted to go caveman on her best friend, I had a feeling she’d declare us Splitsville without a thought. I might be the guy she was currently sharing her bed with, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t forget the fact that when a choice had to be made a few weeks ago, she’d chosen Flex over me. 
 
    And I felt like a bastard for even worrying about it. Flex had been sick. Of course she wanted to help him. But my mind understanding that logic didn’t quite make up for the fact that my jealousy was dumber than a bag of dicks. 
 
    “So,” Flex said, looking at me in confusion and jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “Want to grab some coffee?” He knew I tried to keep a low profile; heading to the food court right before class wasn’t the best idea. 
 
    I shook my head and pulled my baseball hat lower. “Nah. I have to hit the weights. Maybe another day.” 
 
    Flex’s smile was bright. “Definitely. See you in class.” 
 
    I nodded, and he turned toward the food court while I made my way outside before jogging back to my building. I needed to get over the way I felt threatened by Flex’s friendship with Harlow. Worrying about something I couldn’t control was only going to mess with my head. And I didn’t need any more uncertainty banging around in my skull. 
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    20. WORTH FIGHTING FOR 
 
    October 31, 2016 
 
    WHO’S GOING TO LET THE CAT OUT OF THE BAG? By Harlow Ransom   
 
    The problem with secrets is that they rarely stay that way. Especially one as momentous as a Vegas marriage. Despite that, Harlow Ransom is determined to keep her family out of the loop when it comes to her relationship with Trace Stone. When asked why, she merely said, “This thing between us isn’t serious. It’s not permanent. It’s just for fun. There’s no use introducing him to everyone when six months from now we’ll go our separate ways and we’ll barely be able to remember each other’s names.” 
 
    When this reporter pointed out that all she would have to do to remember his name was look at the marriage certificate, Harlow looked like she might actually get sick.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s something I still need to take care of,” she responded. “That won’t be permanent either.” 
 
    As many people know, sometimes what people think is best for them isn’t what they actually need. Sometimes, the very thing they need is right in front of them. Of course, when this was suggested to Harlow, she changed the subject and pulled out her infamous list and added another item to it.  
 
    “If I have to pay for this annulment myself, I will,” she said. “It will only take me a few months to save up what I need to make that happen.” 
 
    The question is, will she be able to keep Trace a secret, or will the cat eventually make its way out of the bag?  
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    1. Clean the apartment 
 
    2. Wash the sheets 
 
    3. Buy Willow’s favorite wine 
 
    4. Tell Trace that Willow is coming for a visit 
 
    5. Ask Betty for a few extra hours 
 
      
 
    One time when we were little, I snuck into Willow’s closet while she was at school and I put on her favorite pale pink sundress that her daddy had sent her. I pranced around the house all morning pretending I was a princess. When lunch time rolled around and Mom was already passed out on the couch, I went into the kitchen to make something to eat. I was only five, but I was used to taking care of myself when my mom had too much to drink. I decided to make fancy sandwiches to go with Willow’s fancy dress. Pulling the kitchen chair over to the counter, I pretended I was a real mommy making tea sandwiches for party guests. I tried to trim the crusts off my PBJ so that I could cut it into cute little triangles just like I’d seen my grandmother do once. It only took one slip for me to slice open my finger and get blood all over the stolen sundress.  
 
    The cut wasn’t bad, but the dress was ruined. 
 
    I didn’t bother to wake up my mom. I fixed my finger, cleaned up the mess, and then hung Willow’s dress back up in the closet. I never told her what I’d done. When she tried to wear the dress weeks later and discovered the blood, and smears of peanut butter and grape jelly, she accused Marlow of destroying the dress. I’d always been the good, perfect sister. I never broke rules and it never even crossed Willow’s mind that I had anything to do with the dress disaster. 
 
    Marlow denied involvement, of course, but Willow didn’t believe her. They blamed each other, and it caused such a fight they both ended up getting spankings. To this day, I’ve never admitted what I’d done to either of my sisters because my obsession with perfection runs too deep. They both still blame each other, although now it’s more of a joke. I should feel guilty for lying to them both, and I do, but now I’m too embarrassed to tell them the truth. 
 
    Trace was like my modern day dress, and I was bound and determined to keep him hidden in my closet. And even though I felt guilty about that, I was also positive that keeping my relationship with him a secret from my sisters was the right thing to do. 
 
    Tonight was the first night in weeks that I’d been nervous about Trace coming over. Willow had called to say she would be in town this weekend and wanted to come for a visit. My feelings for Trace had changed since the last time my sisters were in town, but I still wasn’t ready to take that next step and introduce him to my family. I wasn’t ready to make us permanent. I wasn’t sure I would ever be ready.  
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t like Trace. I adored him. The problem was that if I allowed him to become a permanent fixture in my life, I’d be giving him power. The power to unravel me and my carefully laid plans. My mother had almost destroyed me all those years ago when she chose to leave us and follow her dreams. I wasn’t sure I could survive another heartbreak, or be the cause of one. So, I decided that the easiest thing to do was not to give Trace that power at all. Which, in all honesty, was easier said than done because even though I was determined not to give him my heart, I think he was just as determined to take it.  
 
    The problem was, in a few months, I’d graduate and be on my way to New York to snag my space in the world of journalism. And Trace would be… 
 
    I honestly didn’t know what Trace would be doing. I had no idea what his major was or what he did when we weren’t together. I guess even though I’d let him into my bed, I’d still been keeping him at distance. And it needed to stay that way.  
 
    As I waited for him to show up, I picked up my copy of the Diamondback with the intention of doing the crossword puzzle, but my eyes fell on The Perfect Date story I’d written, and I soon realized my fingers had gone to my lips, remembering all the stolen moments at the top of the Ferris Wheel and out on the paddleboat in the Inner Harbor. Lingering kisses, fingers entwined, and nights that ended in another attempt at dismantling my bed.  
 
    I sighed, dropping the paper to the coffee table before leaning my head back against the couch. How was I going to tell Trace my sister was coming over to visit?  
 
    Or that he wasn’t welcome here when she did?  
 
    *** 
 
    I chickened out. Instead of telling Trace about the upcoming weekend, I kissed him. And then I took him to bed before he even had a chance to say two words to me. In the back of my mind, I knew that using sex to avoid confrontation was wrong, but wrong never felt so good before. And I mean multiple orgasm kind of good.  
 
    I was such a coward. A sweaty, content, coward who was currently wrapped around Trace like a creeper vine. 
 
    “Cricket,” he said my nickname like it held more meaning than seven letters could possibly contain. Like he wasn’t so much waiting for me to answer, but like I was the answer. To what, I had no idea. 
 
    He pushed his fingers into my tangled hair and then pulled my head against his chest so I was tucked in under his chin.  
 
    “I don’t want to go,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Don’t.” I yawned. “Stay. Unless you have somewhere to be tomorrow.” 
 
    His other hand swept down over my waist until it slid over my ass and he pulled my hips into his. “I’m not talking about tonight.” He groaned, a slow rock starting between our lower bodies. “I mean this weekend. I have to be in New York for a few days.” 
 
    “Oh.” My post-orgasm high melted away, the promise of a round of lazy sex forgotten in the wake of his off-hand confession, which in turn was a reminder of my own weekend plans. 
 
    “Want to go with me?” he asked. “I’ll have a big hotel room all to myself. You could bring work to do with you while I’m at my meetings.” 
 
    Go to New York? It wasn’t out of the question. Willow would probably much rather I visit her in New York at her fancy condo than for her to have to come down to my shabby apartment. But if I went to New York to visit her, there’d be no way to avoid introducing her to Trace. And that just couldn’t happen. 
 
    “New York?” I asked weakly. 
 
    “Yeah.” Trace’s hips rocked into mine again, and he shifted his mouth to my lips so he could kiss me. My body was telling me just to say yes and accept whatever it was he was offering. 
 
    “I can’t. I have to work,” I blurted. 
 
    He sucked my lower lip into his mouth, and the smooth slide of his skin against mine was making it hard to form coherent thoughts. “If it’s an article, bring it with you. Like I said, you can work on it in the hotel room. Or even in Central Park or some trendy cafe. Then we can spend the night together. I’ll take you to—” 
 
    “It’s not just the article. I have a couple of shifts at the Dairy this weekend,” I interrupted. 
 
    “Betty will give you off. I’ll go in and sweet talk her myself,” he promised, kissing me on the end of my nose. 
 
    I felt annoyance bury itself in a furrow between my eyebrows. “I can’t just skip out on work. I need that money to buy groceries and cat food. I have bills to pay.” 
 
    Trace’s arms were tight around me, his hands pressing and stroking me closer to him as he bent his head into the curve of my neck to kiss there and scramble my thoughts some more. “I’ll buy your groceries for you, Cricket. If you need money, I’ll give it to you.” His tone was almost arrogant. “And then we can have fun all weekend long.” 
 
    What? His words tumbled around in my head, and I pushed him back in annoyance. I couldn’t think straight with his mouth on me and all that hard, naked skin pressed against me, but I was pretty sure he just offered me a form of payment to come along with him so that I could act as his plaything. To wait around in his room until he had time for me.  
 
    I didn’t like the idea of him suggesting I change my life, my plans, to suit his wants and needs. “Don’t treat me like I’m a whore,” I growled. 
 
    His entire body went still and he leaned away from me to meet my eyes. “Excuse me?” His expression was pure confusion and he looked genuinely offended. “How am I treating you like a whore?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You want me to ditch my job, which I need, and wait around in your room for you until you have time to come back and fuck me? And you’re offering to pay me for that? What else would you call it?” 
 
    He chuckled, but it was without humor. “That’s not at all what I was suggesting, Harlow, and you know it. I wanted to spend the weekend with you. I thought it’d be fun. And I didn’t offer to pay you. I offered to help you out by getting some groceries. Is missing a few hours at the Dairy really that big of a deal?” 
 
    I huffed and rolled away from him onto my back, crossing my arms across my chest. “Not everyone has a sweet little bank account funded by Mommy and Daddy so that they can run off on a getaway whenever they please.” Oh my God. Why did I say that? “I have to work hard for what I have,” I added as if that made the rest of my outburst okay. 
 
    Trace’s mouth flattened into a hard line, and his jaw popped. “So do I.” 
 
    My heart was thudding in my chest. I hated confrontation and yet I was an avalanche ready to bury us both. I turned away and sat up on the bed, scooting to the edge. I grabbed my tank top and shorts and then pulled them on while he glared at my back. I couldn’t actually see him glaring, but the fact that he wasn’t touching me or making a joke was a pretty good indicator that he was glaring. He was pissed. And so was I. 
 
    I stood up, and as I headed across the room, he said, “So that’s it. You’re just going to walk away without talking this out?” 
 
    “What’s there to talk about?” I snapped. I yanked open the door and yelped in surprise when Couch Cat darted into the room and under my bed.  
 
    Damn it. I had to remember to make sure she got out of there before I went back to bed. Otherwise, I might wake up to discover I was the victim of a real-life horror movie. 
 
    “Don’t walk away,” Trace said to my back. It wasn’t a threat, but those three words felt like a kick to my spine. Those were the same words my father said to my mother when she left. Don’t walk away. Don’t walk away from the girls, he’d said.  
 
    She did anyway. Just like I was doing right now. The words dug deep inside, to a place I thought no longer existed. I cringed at the way they rubbed me raw, the way I could feel those old wounds like they were brand new. I rubbed my chest as if that could make the discomfort go away, and went into the living room to find a way to clear my head. I’d just turned on the vacuum when Trace came down the hallway with nothing but his boxers on. He leaned against the corner of the wall and stared at me as I vacuumed the carpet with vicious swipes.  
 
    “What are you doing, Cricket?” he asked loudly enough that I could hear him over the growl of the machine. 
 
    I gave him an annoyed look for asking a question he clearly knew the answer to, and then focused on the carpet so that I could avoid looking at him. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him push off the wall, and when the roar of the vacuum died into silence, I spun around to see that he’d unplugged it. 
 
    “It’s two in the morning,” he said. “Just tell me what’s wrong.” He dropped the cord and reached out like he was going to pull me to him, and I abandoned the vacuum to retreat across the room. Shuffling papers and books that were scattered across the coffee table, I started to clean up my earlier mess. Anything to keep from looking at him. Anything to keep from witnessing the damage I was doing to him. To us. 
 
    Undeterred by my rudeness, he followed me. “Why are you cleaning in the middle of the night?” He was speaking gently, but his tone was wary. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t have a good answer.  
 
    “Cricket?” He moved to stand between me and the coffee table, and then carefully reached up to take the papers out of my hand and tossed them on the couch behind him. He didn’t let go of my hands. “What’s going on? What you said back there? You know it’s not true. What’s really the problem?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to organize my emotions and sort them into actual words. “This was just supposed to be a few dates,” I said, motioning between us. “It’s supposed to be fun.” 
 
    He tilted his head and studied me like I was a malfunctioning machine. “And going to New York wouldn’t be fun?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not that. Not just that. Willow is coming this weekend and—” 
 
    “Ah. Now I get it.” He stared at me intently, and I had to force myself not to look away. “I was wondering why we skipped the whole homework thing tonight.” He ran his thumbs over the backs of my fingers as he held my hands. “You were avoiding telling me about your sister coming.” He paused and when I finally dropped my gaze, it was because I was too ashamed to look at him any longer. “You still don’t want her to know about us.”  
 
    Even though I could hear the hurt in his statement, I shook my head. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. You introduced me to your family…I didn’t want you to be offended that I wasn’t ready to introduce you to mine.” I pulled my hands out of his and reached up to rub my temples, closing my eyes. “I’m just not ready.” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, and then his arms were around me, pulling me into him. “I’m actually more offended about the whore comment,” he chuckled when I groaned in renewed embarrassment. “Come on, Cricket. Let’s go back to bed. You’ll do your thing this weekend, I’ll do mine, and I promise I won’t buy you any groceries.” 
 
    I let him wrap his arm around my shoulders and steer me back toward the bedroom. “I’m sorry,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “I know.” He tightened his grip on my shoulders as we neared the bed. “And I know just how you can make it up to me.” 
 
    I looked up at him and raised my eyebrows, expecting any number of sexual innuendos. 
 
    “Foot rub,” he said in answer to my unasked question. “I ran eight miles this morning.” He pulled me down to sit on the edge of the bed and then he leaned back against my pillows, hands behind his head, as he dropped his feet into my lap. “Rub away.”  
 
    I turned to face him. “I’ve got a much better idea of what I’d like to rub.”  
 
    When he raised his eyebrows in question, I pushed his feet off my lap and then got on all fours, crawling up the bed toward him. When I straddled him and my hands went to his thighs, he smiled—his genuine cocky smile that I loved so much. My hands crept upwards, fingers clutching the waistband of his boxers, pulling them down his hips.  
 
    His eyes flashed with excitement. “Works for me.” 
 
    As soon as the boxers were tossed to the floor, I bent my head, licking along the length of him. 
 
    Trace groaned. “If this is what happens when we fight and you lose, I’m going to prove you wrong more often.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to this,” I warned. “I’m rarely wrong.” My fingers slid along the hard, wet skin, gripping him before I wrapped my lips around him and took him all the way inside my mouth. 
 
    His hands were in my hair and his hips bucked up, following the rhythm of my mouth and fingers. “Too late, Cricket,” he growled.  
 
    I withdrew a bit, my hand pumping, my fingers slick and firm around him as my tongue swirled around the tip. When I took him in my mouth again, I went slow and deep until he hit the back of my throat. I lifted my eyes to look at him and when he met my gaze, his expression was open and vulnerable. 
 
    “Too late,” he groaned again. “This was worth fighting for.” 
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    21. THE CHASE 
 
    November 5, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE ON A TRAIL NEAR YOU by GossipGrind.com   
 
    When we last reported on Trace Stone, there was speculation that he was training in his home state of Maryland. His agent, Jesse Dunne, has just confirmed that his client will be in New York this weekend doing some endorsement deals and interviews. If you’re in Manhattan in the next few days, keep your eyes open and you just might see our favorite snowboarder. And if you do happen to catch sight of him, take a picture of the elusive king of the slopes. We’ve heard he’s healed and ready for the season, but we’ll believe that when we see it. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Jesse could forget about a Christmas bonus this year. He was supposed to have my back. He was supposed to keep me out of embarrassing situations. Situations such as dressing up in a skin-tight lycra suit with a big Q on my chest. I was currently standing on a fake skyscraper with a cape whipping around my ankles in a fan-created windstorm, downing Quench like it was the spinach to my Popeye.  
 
    Had Jesse, my asshole agent, told me the theme for this ad campaign, I would have told him where he could shove the check from Quench. 
 
    Fuck. No I wouldn’t have. There were too many fucking zeros on that check. Enough that I willingly put on the neon yellow Lycra suit that currently had a death grip on my balls. 
 
    “One more time, Stone,” the director said. “And add a little more pizzazz this time.” 
 
    Pizzazz? Who said shit like that?  
 
    The production assistant, who snapped her gum loudly while eyeing my lycra bulge, stepped forward with the clapboard. The director rattled off a bunch of commands, she stepped out of the way, and then it was my turn to speak. 
 
    Channeling my inner Batman, I took a drink, crushed the bottle in my hand, and spoke my line. “Quench. For the hero in you.”  
 
    I felt like an ass just saying it. Never mind the fact that I was dressed like a bargain store Superman and crushing a bottle like a brainless brute. Huck was never going to let me live this commercial down. I didn’t even want to think about the shit I’d have to put up with on the mountain. This commercial was a gold mine of insults that would fuel my competition for a good long while. 
 
    That take must have been good enough, because I was given the go ahead to head back to my dressing room. I was almost suffocating in the suit and couldn’t wait to peel it off. This outfit only made me more grateful that snowboarding didn’t require uncomfortable clothes to compete in. Superheroes definitely got a raw deal in the uniform department.  
 
    I was barely off the stage before I had the suit unzipped and rolled down to my waist so I could finally take a deep breath again.  
 
    “Hey,” little miss production assistant said, stepping in front of me. “Can I get a picture with you?”  
 
    Even though all I wanted to do was get out of the ridiculous outfit the rest of the way, the sight of her phone reminded me of the power of social media, my image, and how easily rumors spread. All it would take was one dickish comment or rejection from me for the incident to go viral and for me to become some embarrassing headline somewhere. All of my hard work to keep a low profile could come crumbling down around me. “Sure.” 
 
    She grinned and snuggled in close to my side, posing as she lifted her phone and took a picture. She snapped her gum loudly once more, and I turned to tell her goodbye. She caught me by surprise as she leaned in and snagged another photo as her lips made contact with mine.  
 
    I wanted to shove her away. Instead, I firmly put my hands on her shoulders to put space between us. “Uh…I’m gonna need you to delete that second picture.” 
 
    “Oh.” Gum snap. “I’m sorry.” The girl gave me big puppy dog eyes, but I wasn’t falling for it. “I didn’t think it was a big deal.”  
 
    Maybe a year ago, it wouldn’t have been. But that was before Harlow.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I need to be careful of my image.” 
 
    Her forehead crinkled in confusion. “What’s the big deal? It’s not like you’re dating anyone, right?” 
 
    Harlow’s name was on the tip of my tongue before I reminded myself that she definitely wouldn’t want her name mentioned here. She couldn’t even bring herself to tell her sisters about me, no way she’d want me to out her in public. “Just delete it, please.”  
 
    Little miss production assistant’s lip curled in annoyance, but she said, “Yeah, sure.” She lifted the phone up and tapped her thumbs a few times before flashing me the screen with the first picture of us. She tilted her head in acknowledgment and walked away, gum snapping in her wake.  
 
    I ran my hand back over my hair and headed for the dressing room. I was already pissed off and grouchy. This would be the first night in weeks that I’d spent apart from Harlow. Maybe it should have felt like a breath of fresh air to have time to myself, but it just felt like something was missing. It was the same feeling I’d had back at the Blockhouse, the same feeling that sent me clear across the country to find the girl who’d run out of my hotel room with my ring on her finger. That same feeling that brought me to her apartment every night so we could study. 
 
    Sometimes it felt like Harlow was always running away. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    But then again, maybe I was always meant to chase her.  
 
    *** 
 
    When I started competing in snowboard cross, I got in a terrible wreck during one of my races. One of the other boarders lost his balance off a vicious jump and crashed into me mid-air. Usually, I was like a cat and could land on my feet, but that day my head was the first thing that made contact with the ground. The helmet saved me from instantly becoming a vegetable, but the concussion I got as a result of the wreck was severe enough to keep me on the sidelines for a few weeks. Watching everyone compete week after week made me restless. The danger of my sport never scared me, being useless did. No matter how many times I wiped out, I was always eager to get back on the snow.  
 
    I’d had so many concussions, sprains, and broken bones over the years that each one was almost like a badge of honor. On more than one occasion, my mom had begged me to choose something other than snowboarding as a career. Anything else. She had an entire army of arguments: Hadn’t I earned enough money? Didn’t I have enough medals? Wasn’t my health more important?  
 
    Her questions were endless, but the answer was always the same. No. It wasn’t enough. The challenge of my sport was what made me feel alive. As long as I could keep competing, keep winning, what I’d already accomplished would never be enough. I’d always want more. The danger didn’t matter. In fact, I thrived on it.  
 
    But even after suffering an injury that could have ended my career, I’d never been afraid of my sport. I might have feared my inability to compete at the same level I had before, but I was never afraid of the competition itself. Not like I was fearing the man in front of me now. Strange how cheating death didn’t scare me, but answering interview questions did.  
 
    Bryce Rollins had been friendly when we first met, but he couldn’t hide the calculating gleam in his eyes, the hunger that most reporters had for uncovering the truth. Harlow was different. She was a journalist, but her articles never focused on digging up secrets and truths just so she had the satisfaction of revealing them in her stories. She observed and gathered and formed an opinion, and then presented that opinion with wit. Journalism might be a career where facts and unbiased reporting was valued, but what I loved most about Harlow’s articles was her unique insight. I hoped that whatever position she nailed down when she got out of college, she never lost that quality. If she was just another dog digging for dirt on people, I didn’t think I could handle it. 
 
    “How’s the knee been feeling lately?” Bryce asked. His hair was styled perfectly, as slick as the expression on his face. He was wearing a suit and wire-rimmed glasses that were supposed to make him look professional and trustworthy, but his expression lacked any genuineness. His mouth was turned up in the kind of smile that hid his teeth. Fake concern, that’s all it was. He didn’t want to hear that my knee was doing great. What fun would that be to report? 
 
    “Fantastic. It feels a hundred percent during training now.” I grinned back, but my smile was authentic. I wasn’t going to give this guy anything more than I wanted him to know. 
 
    He crossed one leg over the other at the knee, placing his useless pad of paper on his lap. “Speaking of training, we’ve heard a lot of speculation that you gave up your usual training spot at the Blockhouse out West and that you’re working out here on the East Coast. Is there any truth to that?” 
 
    “I love the Blockhouse, but because of the accident last winter, I had to switch up my normal routine. I needed a change of scenery,” I said, evading the question. 
 
    He nodded as if that was the answer he was expecting. “With your family still living in Maryland, it makes sense that you’d come back home while you recuperate. Your fans are used to you being accessible, but since this summer, you’ve been pretty hard to track down.” He chuckled. “The name Trace Stone has become almost synonymous with Yeti sightings.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just call me Bigfoot then.” 
 
    He blinked a few times, and I saw a flash of annoyance cross his face that he tried hard to hide. “Your fans are hungry to know more about what you’ve been up to. Can you give us any hints as to what’s been going on or where you might be heading next?” His slick grin became almost serpent-like as he attempted to play the buddy card. As if we were two friends having a private conversation. 
 
    No way was I telling him any details close to the truth. The last thing I needed was a crowd showing up to my workouts and getting in the way. That’s what I’d always loved about the Blockhouse, I could have it all to myself. 
 
    “Nothing exciting, Bryce. Just building my strength and endurance back up. My fans haven’t missed much. As for where I’m heading next, my agent, Jesse, is locking down some opportunities where I might be able to get back on the snow soon. That’s the important thing.” 
 
    Bryce’s eyebrows lifted. “Snow at this time of the year? That certainly narrows the possibilities down of where the next Trace Stone sighting might be.” 
 
    I forced a laugh. “Well, seeing as how nothing has been determined, I don’t even know myself.” 
 
    Bryce nodded again and gave a fake chuckle of his own. “Understood. Your agent has mentioned on many occasions that it’s important that you stay focused as you recover. Any worries about the upcoming competitive season?” 
 
    “Not at all, Bryce. I’m looking forward to it. I’ve felt confident these last few months and I can’t wait to get back out on the slopes. I feel like the accident was a blessing in disguise.”  
 
    In all honesty, it was a blessing. I would never have met Harlow if life hadn’t thrown me in her path. If I hadn’t been stressing over the news articles about my comeback, I might never have walked out of that club on her birthday. I wouldn’t have seen her at the fountain.  
 
    But Bryce didn’t need to know all that.  
 
    “This setback gave me time to reflect on things, and I’ve got new perspective now,” I continued. “I think I’m in a better place than I was before.” I relaxed back into the seat, glad that the conversation was taking a turn toward something I was comfortable discussing. My abilities. My competition. 
 
    Bryce’s calculating expression was back, and he tilted his head as he considered what I’d said. “I’m sure your fans will be glad to hear that. Does this new perspective have anything to do with what happened in Vegas when you were there for ShredCon?” 
 
    I crossed my arms and scowled at him. “I’m not sure I know what you’re referring to.” 
 
    Bryce’s smile slithered across his mouth. There was no other way to describe it. “As I heard it, you were seen coming out of a 24-hour wedding chapel with a pretty lady in tow. Is there any truth to that? Could your new perspective and recent absence from the public eye be attributed to a happy marriage?” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my lip and shook my head. “No truth to that at all.” I wasn’t exactly lying. I wouldn’t call what Harlow and I had marriage, even though technically we were married. I chuckled and gave Bryce a knowing grin. “I’m not ready to be tied down just yet.” Best to just play it off as rumor and pretend like it was nothing. 
 
    Bryce’s eyebrows almost disappeared into his helmet-shaped hairstyle. “Really?” He lifted something out of his lap which I’d brushed off earlier as a pad of paper. When he held it up, I could see it was a blown up picture of Harlow and me in profile. Even though it was blurry and we were nearly unrecognizable, I could tell it was the day we’d gone on the Smithsonian scavenger hunt. “You were recently seen in the company of a lovely young lady while in DC a few weeks ago,” Bryce said. He glanced down at the photo before looking back up at me. “You two look quite happy together. Surely romance is part of the reason why you haven’t been seen partying as much as you used to?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, unsure of how I wanted to combat his accusations, but positive that what we were doing was verbal battle. He was clearly on the attack and I wasn’t one to go on the defense. I was aggressive and fearless on the slopes, and I wasn’t going to let this little weasel try to bully me into giving him fodder for his article. 
 
    “Is she a girlfriend?” he asked. “Has the ultimate lady’s man, Trace Stone, finally been taken off the market?” 
 
    A flash of panic rushed into my chest, and I gave Bryce a cocky smile to hide the fact that all I could think about was how Harlow would react if her secret was out. If people not only knew we were dating, but that we’d gotten married when we were virtual strangers. It had taken her so long to trust me, to let me in, and I wasn’t willing to risk that just to feed this guy’s curiosity. Or anyone else’s for that matter. I had no problem with telling anyone and everyone that I was taken, that I belonged to Harlow. But if her freak out a few days ago over my invitation to come to New York was any indication, she wasn’t ready to reveal the truth just yet. 
 
    “Don’t ruin my reputation, Bryce.” I sat up and held my hands to the side. “No girlfriend. I’m still a free man. I’m not off the market yet.” 
 
    The only word that could describe Bryce’s expression was devious. “I’m sure many female fans will be relieved to hear that Trace Stone is still available.” 
 
    I couldn’t give a shit about that. The only female I was worried about was the one who didn’t want to admit we were together. Was I just a glutton for punishment? Or was it the chase for something unattainable, the challenge, that I loved so much? If Harlow finally admitted that she wanted me as much as I knew she did, would I still feel as strongly for her? 
 
    Yes. Of course, I would. 
 
    Absolutely. 
 
    Right? 
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    22. IT’S NOT A PARTY WITHOUT BUZZ 
 
    November 6, 2016 
 
    IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES, IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES, IT WAS A WEEKEND WITH WILLOW By Harlow Ransom   
 
    Sisters can either be your best friend, or your worst enemy. They know everything about you. And even the things you think you’re keeping secret, they know those things too.  
 
    “Even though we’ve lived apart for most of the last thirteen years, it’s almost like my sisters can read my mind. The worst, though, is Marlow. Once she discovers something embarrassing about me, which honestly isn’t too hard to do, she chews on it like a tiger with a fresh kill. I can’t let them know about Trace. I can’t let them find out what happened in Vegas.” 
 
    This reporter pointed out to Harlow that things between her and Trace had gotten pretty serious and that it’d be hard to keep the relationship under wraps much longer. Especially when she’d be spending an entire weekend with a very perceptive sister. When asked what she would do if either of her sisters discovered her relationship with Trace, Harlow said, “I’d lie. I can lie. I can. Remember Willow’s dress? I’ve held onto that lie for sixteen years. I can keep a little thing like a fling with a boy quiet. Easy peasy.” 
 
    The fact that Harlow even uses the term easy peasy is proof that she’s no match for her sisters and their need for gossip. 
 
    Good luck this weekend, Harlow, you’re going to need it. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t consider myself a bartender by any stretch of the imagination, but apparently, I make a mean appletini. Willow was currently passed out on my couch…which I took as proof of my legendary martini-making skills.  
 
    After we’d gotten back from the bar a few hours ago, she begged to watch Magic Mike XXL. Three appletinis later, she was draped across the cushions in an unplanned slumber, her ridiculously expensive name-brand outfit at complete odds with the faded and worn sofa beneath her.  
 
    She was always bitching about how gross my hand-me-down couch was. Which only made me more eager to leave her ass right where it was. She needed a little dose of normalcy. Since our mom skipped out on us, and Willow was sent to live with Walter the Wall Street tycoon, she’d forgotten her humble roots. She’d traded in her scuffed up Keds and Faded Glory backpack for brand new Louboutin’s and Prada handbags. She’d forgotten that at one time, she wasn’t too good to sleep on old second-hand furniture. 
 
    In any case, the appletinis had done the final damage, and she passed out before Magic Mike ever made it to Myrtle Beach. I felt kind of bad for her because that last scene…holy shit. I could only describe it as foreplay. All that dry humping and naked man meat left me feeling…needy.  
 
    Which was why after the movie was over and I called Willow’s name a few times and she didn’t so much as twitch, I snatched up my phone and took it to my bedroom. I told myself that I just needed to hear Trace’s voice. After the argument we’d had the other night, I hadn’t been able to get him off my mind. My chest was filled with a mixture of guilt and fear. Guilt for the way I’d treated him, and fear because I both meant, and truly regretted, the things I’d said to him. My brain wanted the future I’d worked for and planned out for myself, but I worried that what my heart wanted would get in the way of those plans. Before Trace, there’d never been a problem with anything getting in my way. Except for Couch Cat. 
 
    My heart and my plans were at complete odds, and I had no idea how I was going to reconcile the two. 
 
    After shutting my bedroom door, I laid on my bed, glaring at the phone. It was two in the morning, and I had no business calling Trace in the middle of the night, but he’d told me I should call if I had a chance. He didn’t say call any time, but I convinced myself that’s what he’d meant. Besides, my thumbs had a mind of their own, and after bending to Willow’s will all night long, I was in no mood to deny myself now. I pressed the last number and chewed on my bottom lip as I waited. It only took two rings before Trace picked up. 
 
    “Cricket?” He was alert which made me feel better that I probably hadn’t woken him up. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh…” My earlier confidence died away at the sound of worry in his voice. “Nothing.” 
 
    Silence. And then, “Is your sister still there? Are you having a good time?” 
 
    “Yes. She fell asleep on the couch. She’s asleep. Well, she passed out. She’s not awake.” Hello, Captain Obvious. Let’s just keep repeating things stupidly to hide the fact that you called just because you wanted to hear his voice. 
 
    He waited, as if expecting me to tell him all the details of the visit. When I didn’t, he changed the subject. “Where are you?” 
 
    “In my bed.”  
 
    He chuckled. “My favorite place.” 
 
    I reached up to wrap a piece of hair around my finger, wanting to say so many things yet scared to let those thoughts free. I felt like someone was standing on my chest and I couldn’t breathe.  
 
    “I miss you,” I finally said. The relief was immediate. Like those words had been suffocating me. Maybe they had been. 
 
    “Ditto.” Trace’s voice had gone deep and smooth like it did when he was about to say something filthy and inappropriate. 
 
    My hand slid down across my stomach to dip between my legs, rubbing over the denim of my jeans. “How much?” I asked him, my voice going breathy, hoping for and expecting one of his usual sexual innuendo responses. 
 
    “Are we really doing this, Cricket?” He chuckled again. 
 
    My fingers stilled in embarrassment as I realized he knew. He knew what my hand was doing. He knew why I was calling. “What?” I went for innocent, but I didn’t think I pulled it off well.  
 
    “Phone sex. You think I can’t tell what you sound like when you’re ready to be fucked into next week?” 
 
    If I thought I’d humiliated myself in front of Trace enough for one lifetime, I was wrong. I was a fathomless well of self-mortification, and I was suffering through yet another moment. I was planning to get myself off just to the sound of his voice, and he’d called me out on it.  
 
    “Because,” he continued, ignoring the fact that I hadn’t answered. “If we are, I’m going to need to put you on speaker so we can do this shit right. I’m going to need both hands.” 
 
    That made me miss him even more. 
 
    Hold on. He was okay with this?  
 
    I laughed inwardly. He was a guy. We were talking phone sex. Of course he was okay with it. 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, eager that we were in this together. 
 
    “Wait. Is Buzz part of this phone call?” 
 
    “No.” I swallowed. “I was just going to use my…hand.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’ve got a better idea. Invite Buzz to the party. I’m going to call you back in five minutes, and we’re going to do this shit over Facetime. Because fuck…if we’re going to do this, I have to see it in person.” 
 
    Without waiting for me to agree, he hung up. I stared at the phone for all of three seconds before I hopped up from the bed. First things first, Buzz needed to prep for the party. I’d barely gotten him clean, and myself undressed down to my bra and panties before my phone sang out with the Facetime ring. 
 
    I answered it right away, hoping that Willow was still peacefully passed out and hadn’t heard. Trace’s face flashed onto the screen, his hair a wild and sexy mess, like he’d been running his hands through it in worry all day long. And that was a strange thought because Trace never worried. That was my job. He was carefree and always went with the flow.  
 
    I didn’t focus too long on the hair because my eyes hungrily found the rest of him. I could only see his chest, but it was bare. And perfect. 
 
    “Fuck, Cricket. Lay down and show me,” he ordered, not wasting any time with pleasantries. 
 
    I resisted the urge to tell him to stop being so damn bossy and moved to the bed to do what he said. Because the truth of the matter was, I liked it when he took charge. My life was always so orderly and controlled, it was a turn-on to give that control over to him in the bedroom.  
 
    “Show me,” he repeated.  
 
    Once I was laid out on the bed, I tilted the screen of the phone to give him a slow rolling view from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. 
 
    “Back to the bra.” His demand was needy and excited. I liked it. “And take it off,” he added. 
 
    It was awkward to hold the phone and try to undo my bra, but Trace didn’t seem to care as I fumbled around like a teenage boy faced with his first trip to second base. Trace hungrily watched as I struggled with the clasp and then peeled the scraps of lace away. My nipples hardened in the cool air. 
 
    “Panties,” he growled. 
 
    “Boxers,” I retorted. 
 
    He chuckled, but the camera on his phone panned down until I saw that the boxers were long gone and his hand was already stroking. He kept the camera still, pushing his hips up in a slow sensual rhythm so that it looked like he was fucking his hand. He groaned…the type of groan he made when he was thrusting into me…slow and deep.  
 
    Oh my God. I was never going to get that visual out of my head.  
 
    I didn’t want to.  
 
    I was tingling with so much anticipation I thought I might detonate when I finally touched myself. 
 
    “Panties,” he demanded again, leaving the camera pointed downward so I could watch as he continued to thrust into his hand. 
 
    I didn’t even attempt to be graceful about getting my panties off. In my haste, I was now showing him the floor of my room where my clothes were scattered. 
 
    “Show me.” His voice was losing the demanding edge, almost seeming needy. 
 
    I tried to do what he asked, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of him to be bothered to see whether I was tilting the camera properly to show him what he wanted to see. I must have eventually gotten close enough to the land of pie because his next order was, “Two fingers. Just so I can see how much you want this.” 
 
    I swallowed back my self-consciousness. Trace had seen me at my most vulnerable. He’d already walked in on me masturbating once. There wasn’t much I could do at this point to be any more awkward than I already was. Besides, he seemed to enjoy my brand of clumsiness.  
 
    Sliding my hand down between my thighs, I let my legs fall wide open and pushed two fingers inside. I moved them in time to the stroke of his hand on the screen. My hips lifted of their own accord, echoing the motion of Trace’s hips, my back arching and my eyes fighting to stay open. To stay trained on him. 
 
    Our hands and bodies moved in tandem, both of us groaning half-formed words like “so good” and “faster” and “deeper” and “show me.” 
 
    “Fingers in your mouth, Cricket. And suck.” 
 
    I didn’t even hesitate, I just did what he demanded. I needed to follow his orders, to let him tell me how to pleasure myself. Because seeing how much he liked it? It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before.  
 
    I withdrew my hand, trailed my fingers up the center of my body, and lifted it to my mouth. Wrapping my lips around my fingers, I moaned which caused him to curse as he stroked himself even harder. 
 
    “Buzz.” He said it like even getting that one word out took too much effort. 
 
    I groped around on the bed beside me, feeling around for Buzz because I couldn’t be bothered to look away from Trace. My fingers made contact with the familiar curve of my toy and with a grin, I brought it into view. I slid it across my breast, circling my nipple before making a slow path down my body, dragging it along my stomach and thighs. I spun the dial at the base so that the toy turned on, and my body began to writhe under the touch and vibrations along my skin. 
 
    “Tease,” Trace cursed. “Put it in.” 
 
    I smiled triumphantly, but he couldn’t see my expression since the camera was focused on Buzz as I traced the slow journey across my pelvis with the toy before dipping it between my legs and sliding it slowly, slowly…achingly slowly inside me. My voice came out in a low, pleased exhale. 
 
    “Fuck.” Trace’s hand moved in short pumps along the tip of his erection as he begged me, “Come on, Cricket. Fuck Buzz like it’s me.” 
 
    With a flick of my wrist, the toy pumped in and out, and my hips started to roll and lift so that I could feel the heady vibrations filling me over and over again. All I could see was Trace and his hand and the way he was thrusting and groaning and fucking himself. As a hot tingling sensation built at the base of my spine, I felt like I was standing on the beach, the ocean sucking back away from me in that dizzying way it had before it rushed back in and crashed over me. I knew with every cell that when I fell under the waves of what we were doing, I was going to be annihilated in the best way possible. And I wanted it. I wanted to be taken under and held down until I was forced to come up for air. I wanted to lose control, to feel the orgasm grip me so hard that I’d worry for my own survival. I wanted it to break me into a million pieces…completely shatter me.  
 
    “Oh God,” I chanted the words again and again as the pressure mounted and the wave of my climax threatened to drag me under. My mind was barely lucid anymore. My body was lost to the pleasure; my gaze was locked on Trace. 
 
    “Harlow.” He stretched my name out into a long groan and I could see the way he was trying to hold back, to wait for me. 
 
    That’s all it took. The crest of my orgasm curled up and over me in one tantalizing breath before crashing into me. My eyes closed as the waves of it washed over me. My body jerked and rolled, riding it out as Trace’s name was all I needed to keep breathing under the pressure of it all. Vaguely, I could hear him answering me with a groan of “Harlow,” but I was already drowning in the aftermath of my own pleasure.  
 
    I don’t know how much time passed before I realized that we were both lying there silently except for the sounds of our breathing. The phone was face down on my chest, and I must have turned off Buzz and tossed him to the side because I was sprawled out on my bed like a shipwreck survivor who’d washed up on shore. 
 
    “Cricket?” Trace’s voice was thick and sleepy, content. 
 
    I lifted the phone and was met with his cocky, satisfied grin and just-fucked hair. 
 
    “Better?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I still miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll be home Sunday night.” He yawned and then grinned again.  
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    I hung up and let the phone fall back on my chest. He’d be home Sunday night. 
 
    Home. 
 
    Home? 
 
    *** 
 
    “Why do you have a photo of you with Trace Stone on your phone? I didn’t think you even liked sports.” 
 
    I peeled my eyes open, squinting against the light that was streaming in through the window. Willow was standing next to the bed with one hand on her hip, and my phone in the other. In a sudden panic, I did a quick mental review of my current status and was relieved to find that at some point I had hidden Buzz from view and put my clothes back on.  
 
    “What? How do you…?” I stared in confusion at her. The haze of sleep was still wrapped thickly around my brain, but I was pretty sure she mentioned Trace. 
 
    She turned my phone toward me, showing me the background photo on the screen. And sure enough, it was one of Trace and me.  
 
    “Were you going through my messages?” I snapped. 
 
    She frowned at me and her hip popped out in jaunty attitude. “I’m not Marlow. I might be nosey, but I don’t invade your privacy. You were holding this, and when I picked it up to put it on the nightstand so you wouldn’t drop it, I accidentally hit the home button and this picture popped up,” she said, showing me the photo again. “And what I want to know is how does my nerdy little sister, who doesn’t know the difference between goofy foot and regular, have a picture of Trace Stone on her phone?” 
 
    Goofy foot? I had no idea what she was talking about. “How do you know his name?” 
 
    She huffed. “Everyone knows his name, Harlow. He’s only an X-Games superstar. I mean…” she trailed off and looked at me, cocking her head in question. “You knew who he was, right?” 
 
    I huffed right back at her. “Yes, I knew who he was,” I said indignantly. “His picture is on my phone.” 
 
    A slow smile spread across her face. “Yeah, but I saw the surprise on your face when I said X-Games. Did you even know he was a snowboarder?” 
 
    I paused. “Yes.” He’d mentioned that. I think.  
 
    Willow sat down on my bed, her grin widening with unchecked glee as she stared at me. “Oh my God. You had no idea he was famous. Did you?” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. “How famous?” 
 
    “Wait here.” She got up from my bed and hurried out of the room, which would have been funny if I wasn’t freaking out in the most epic way possible. Willow never hurried. She sashayed, she prowled, she strutted. But she never hurried. That was too unladylike. 
 
    She came back in seconds and threw herself onto the bed next to me, one of her gossip magazines in hand. She rifled through the pages until she found what she was looking for and turned it so I could see. 
 
    There was Trace staring back at me, with nothing on but a snowboard, snow boots, and a milk mustache. His wild, blue-tipped hair was vibrant, his naked muscles were glorious, and he was wearing the cocky smile I was so used to seeing.  
 
    Trace Stone had his own fucking Got Milk ad. 
 
    What alternate universe had I fallen into? 
 
    “He’s only the most eligible bachelor on snow,” Willow said with a sigh. “He’s won gold at several X-Games, and he’s an Olympic hopeful.” She shrugged. “At least he was until he got hurt last year.” She turned to face me, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the ad. “You really didn’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m going to ask again, how do you have a picture with him? And why is it your screensaver?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Harlow?” She waited but my tongue was cemented to the roof of my mouth as my mind replayed all of our interactions together.  
 
    Had he ever told me what he did for a living? Had I ever asked? And if he was some famous athlete, what was he doing taking classes at Maryland? How come no one knew he was here? Surely if he was famous, he’d have people badgering him for autographs and— 
 
    Flex. That’s why my best friend was so enamored with Trace. That’s why he always called him by his full name. Flex knew who he was and I had been kissing the guy for weeks and had no clue. And now it made sense why we didn’t hang around campus or in public much and why he always had a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. I thought it was just me and my homebody tendencies that forced us to stay in most nights, but maybe Trace was trying to keep a low profile.  
 
    But why? 
 
    “Are you dating him?” Willow asked. 
 
    I screwed up my face in distaste and prepared myself to duck and dodge. “You know I don’t believe in dating. I’ve got more important things to do.” 
 
    She clucked her tongue at me. “You mean like hunky snowboarders? You’re having sex with him aren’t you?” 
 
    “No!” Ugh. Even I could hear the lie in that response.  
 
    Willow threw herself back into the pillows, giggling. “Oh, this is so rich. Perfect Harlow is bumping uglies with a guy she doesn’t even know. And he’s famous. I can’t wait to tell Marlow.” She tossed the magazine onto my stomach and pushed up from the bed. When she reached the door, she turned around to face me. “You know once she finds out, we’ll get the full truth out of you. How long this has been going on; how you met—”  
 
    Her eyes lit up with sudden understanding, and she slapped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Oh my God. Vegas!” she squealed. Willow pointed at me, her finger waving in accusation. “ShredCon was going on the weekend we were in Vegas for your birthday. That’s why you didn’t come back to our room!” she cackled. Literally cackled like the wicked witch she was. “My sister is a dirty, slutty little snow bunny! Perfect Harlow had sex with a stranger! A famous stranger!” 
 
    I groaned and hid my face behind the magazine. Willow’s laughter echoed behind her as she left my room on a one-way trip to spread my humiliation to Marlow.  
 
    This was bad. Problem number one—Willow knew about Trace, and once she blabbed to Marlow, they’d never let me live it down. Problem number two—Trace wasn’t just some guy on campus, he was famous. Problem number three—I was still married to my famous mistake. 
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    23. THE BEST MAN 
 
    November 6, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE HAS COME OUT OF HIDING By GossipGrind.com   
 
    Sports Weekly has confirmed that Trace Stone will appear on the cover of one of their upcoming publications, just in time for the winter sports season to begin. Stone is in New York this weekend doing an interview and photo shoot. Given the popularity of his recent Got Milk ad, Sports Weekly can be assured that fans will be clamoring for a copy of the Trace Stone version of their publication. Is this new interview a sign that Stone truly is ready for the competitive season? Fans can only hope they’ll get to see more of their favorite snowboarder in the upcoming months. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
     “You look conflicted,” Huck said, taking a huge bite of his pizza. Coincidentally, he was in town to do a project for one of Cat’s new clients, and we were able to meet up between some other interviews and Quench meetings that Jesse had set up for me. 
 
    Conflicted couldn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling. I’d just gotten a call from Jesse. He’d locked down some training time on actual snow at Mammoth Mountain, but I had to leave straight from Manhattan. Today. He was having all of my gear sent from my place in Tahoe where I’d left it when I came back east. I’d be gone for several weeks.  
 
    If I thought two days without Harlow was tough, how was I going to last several weeks? 
 
    I rubbed my palm against my forehead. “This is good for me. I need to get out on the snow. Mountain biking and skateboarding are fine for the summer, but I need to be on my snowboard. My first competition is in a little over a month.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” Huck asked, folding the pizza slice in half so he could eat it more easily. 
 
    I looked up at him and shook my head. “There isn’t one.” 
 
    “Harlow,” he responded. “That’s your problem.” 
 
    “She’s not a problem,” I countered. 
 
    He chewed for a few seconds, staring at me. “Bro. She’s the reason you abandoned training in Tahoe and came out here. Of course she’s a problem.” 
 
    Anger simmered in my chest, which was unusual for me. I was laid back; I was easy going. Even with the dickish things Seth and Jamie did at times, I usually only felt irritated. Never truly angry.  
 
    “She’s not a problem,” I said through gritted teeth. “I came here for classes.” 
 
    Huck chuckled and licked the grease off his fingers. “Dude. I didn’t say she wasn’t worth it, I just said she was the problem. In this scenario. You have snow time. You should be stoked. This is what you’ve worked so hard for. Lie all you want, but I’ve known you your entire life, and I can tell. You came back east for the girl. Maybe getting a few credits was a bonus, but you’ve never left training for classes before. I can see the change in you.” He considered me in silence. “She’s good for you. I can see that. But if you want to be able to compete this season, you gotta take advantage of the snow Jesse got you.” 
 
    “I know,” I snapped back. “I never said I wasn’t going to.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can see it in your eyes. You want to go back to Maryland.” He tossed the crust on his plate and leaned back in his chair, wiping his hands on his napkin. “I get it, I do. But if you do that now—if you skip out on this opportunity and risk your season just to chase down your girl—you’ll blame it on her. Maybe not this week or this month or even this year, but eventually you’ll wonder what could have been.” 
 
    “You chased down your girl. You risked everything,” I countered. I grinned triumphantly, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m not saying that’s what I want to do, but you’re not exactly the right person to be giving me this advice.” 
 
    He shrugged. “The circumstances were different. And besides, it was Cat.” 
 
    I wouldn’t be surprised to see my brother’s name as the definition for whipped in the dictionary. Not that I blamed him, Cat was the kind of girl you risked everything for. But then again, so was Harlow.  
 
    I uncrossed my arms and leaned my elbows on the table. “Don’t worry. I’m going.” I was just worried about losing all the progress I’d made with Harlow while I was away. Distance might make her see things differently. She was already as skittish as a cat whose tail had been stepped on one too many times. If I wasn’t around to constantly make her see what we could be together, she might forget. She might even move on without me. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked, changing the subject. “Did Cat talk you into eloping yet?” 
 
    Huck grinned and leaned forward on the table, mirroring my posture. “Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    Fuck. Had Huck heard the rumors about Vegas too? The reporter had caught me off guard yesterday when he brought it up. I hadn’t even had a chance to Google myself to see where else those rumors were being spread. I immediately thought of Harlow and how she would react if she ever got wind of the gossip. “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    Huck’s smile widened. “Cat is dead set on a wedding in that abandoned neon sign place in Vegas I was telling you about a few weeks ago. We thought it would be fun to get married right after New Year’s. All our family will already be in town for Dallas and Austin’s last show. It’s the perfect time to just seal the deal.” 
 
    I nodded, relieved he didn’t know about my marriage. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Want to be my best man?” 
 
    The shock must have been apparent on my face. Huck and I had been close at one time, but that was before the incident with Bridget, his first fiancée. Things were better between us now, especially since he knew that Bridget had tricked us both, but I never expected to have the honor of standing next to him when he married the love of his life.  
 
    “Hey, don’t look so shocked. You weren’t my first choice,” he joked. 
 
    “Fuck you.” I chucked a wadded up napkin at his head like we were kids again. “Yes, I was.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, you were. But don’t tell Jay that. I told him that Cat and I argued over him and she won him as her man of honor. He’d be heartbroken if he didn’t think he was everyone’s first choice.” 
 
    “Well, I’m honored. Yeah, of course I’ll stand with you.” 
 
    He lifted his beer and tapped it against mine. “Good.” He took a drink, and another grin spread across his face. “Just so you know, you have to walk up the aisle with Jay. I’m not responsible for any groping you might endure.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Hey. Jay’s a good looking guy. I’m not complaining.” 
 
    We both laughed and for the first time in a while, things were back to normal between us.  
 
    Now my only problem was the next few weeks. Without Harlow. 
 
    *** 
 
    I placed the call and set the phone to speaker before dropping it on my bed as I started shoving all of my clothes and belongings into my duffle bag. 
 
    “Hey,” Harlow answered. Even with one short word I could tell that was up.  
 
    “Still miss me?” I asked. 
 
    She gave a small laugh. “Yeah. I just…” She paused, and I let her gather her thoughts.  
 
    The one thing I’d learned about Harlow was that she didn’t like to be forced into anything. She liked to be in control. The only time she let that control slip was in bed. I continued to pack, waiting for her to find the words she wanted to say. 
 
    “I…um…you never told me you were famous.” Her voice wavered a bit on the last word. “I Googled you.” 
 
    The idea of that still blew my mind even after all these years. I still felt like the same jackass 12-year-old who begged his parents to put a halfpipe in the backyard for skateboarding. Even after years of dealing with the media and rumors, it was still insane to me that people could find all the gritty details of my life with a simple Google search. Hell, I even Googled myself sometimes when I wanted to know something. 
 
    “I told you that I was a professional snowboarder,” I said carefully. I might have told her that, but even I knew she hadn’t put two and two together. The name Trace Stone never held any power over her. Not that it should have. In fact, maybe that was part of the reason I needed her so much. She didn’t know that world.  
 
    Her laugh held no humor. “But you had to know I didn’t believe you. You let me think you were some rich kid going to college. Why didn’t you tell me the truth? Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” 
 
    “You never asked.” I cleared my throat. “You never even asked me what my major was.” 
 
    “I…I thought it was business,” she said in a small voice, a very unHarlow-like quiet voice. “You’re in some of the same classes as Flex. It is business isn’t it?” she asked warily. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not mad that you didn’t know. I’m just saying you never asked.” I picked up a shirt, made an attempt at folding it, and then shoved it into my bag. “If I had said something to you about who I was and what I do, it would have sounded like bragging.”  
 
    “But Flex knew who you were and I know you had to be able to tell I didn’t. I mean, it’s not exactly a lie, but you let me think you were someone other than you were.” I could almost see her doodling nervously on one of her lists, trying to decide if she should be upset at me, or herself. 
 
    I took a deep breath and then released it slowly. “That’s just the thing. I let you see the real me, Cricket. Everyone else, they see Trace Stone, gold medalist. Trace Stone, Olympic hopeful. That’s the only thing most people care about. You saw more of the real me than anyone other than my family ever has.” 
 
    She was so quiet I could hear the scratch of her pen against paper.  
 
    “You’re freaking out a little, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “I got most of my freaking out done earlier. Mostly I’m just nervous.” She paused. “And I still miss you.” She said it like it was physically painful to admit that to me. I wondered how long it had taken to admit it to herself. 
 
    “I miss you too, Cricket.” I ran my hand back across my hair and picked up the phone. “Which only makes what I have to say even harder.” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “What?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I told you I was coming back tonight, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her disappointment made me almost giddy. 
 
    “I have the opportunity to get back on the snow for some training. I have an important competition coming up in December, and this is the best chance for me to get ready. I’ll be gone until Thanksgiving.” I stalked into the bathroom, grabbed my few toiletries off the sink, and returned to the main room to pack them. 
 
    “What about your classes?” It was cute how worried she was, but irritating that her first thought was about me missing school—not me missing time with her. 
 
    “I’ll figure that all out later,” I promised. “This is more important.” 
 
    “Than your degree?” Her tone made it clear she was offended. 
 
    I laughed. “Cricket, I’ve been working on my degree for years. It can wait a bit longer.” 
 
    “But there’s no way they’ll let you make up the work. You’ll—” 
 
    “Harlow,” I said. “It’s not a big deal. I’ll just drop the classes and retake them later. I didn’t come back east for school anyway.” It was the first time I’d admitted that out loud even though all along I knew it’d been the truth. 
 
    “You didn’t?” I imagined her face was screwed up with a look of horror. School was important to her. It meant her future, and she took it seriously. The idea that anyone else wouldn’t take it just as seriously was unthinkable. 
 
    “No. I didn’t.” I reached down to zip my duffel shut, knowing that my next words could change everything. “I came back for my wife.” 
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    24. SOMETHING I DIDN’T WANT 
 
    November 19, 2016 
 
    DOES DISTANCE REALLY MAKE THE HEART GROW FONDER? By Harlow Ransom   
 
    With Trace out of town for a few weeks, Harlow has had a lot of time to reevaluate her life, her plans for the future, and her relationship. She’s said on many occasions that she’d like to annul the marriage and one can only wonder if time alone has strengthened this stance, or if distance has really made the heart grow fonder. 
 
    “Things are a little confusing right now. I’m not ready to be married, but I have to admit that having Trace in my life is not what I expected. I kind of like it…I like him.” 
 
    When asked why she just doesn’t stay married since things have only gotten better in the last three months, Harlow became agitated. 
 
    “Marriage is so permanent.” 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I came back for my wife. 
 
    Those words had rattled around in my head almost nonstop since Trace had said them almost two weeks ago. One moment they made me feel all gooey and sentimental inside, the next they made me fidgety with a screaming need to escape. Almost like I wanted to throw up.  
 
    I’d felt that way a lot lately. Maybe that was my body’s way of missing Trace. 
 
    He’d been gone for thirteen days already. Deep down I thought I’d feel relieved for things to go back to the way they were before he showed up at the Dairy. I hoped his absence would be exactly what I needed to get my head in the right place and my life back on track. That’s what I’d been saying I wanted for months, wasn’t it?  
 
    Only now that I had it, I wasn’t sure that’s what I wanted. There had been a lot of holes in my life that I’d never noticed before, or maybe just ignored. Holes that Trace had managed to fill. I guess the emptiness in my life never bothered me before because I didn’t know what I was missing. Now that I had solitude that I’d asked for, all I could see was what wasn’t there—infuriating jokes, cocky smiles, a warm body curled against me, someone to challenge me. 
 
    How could something I didn’t want be the one thing I missed the most? 
 
    Even though he was in California, Trace and I usually talked every night. That is, if I was still awake when he finally got a chance to call me. I’d been throwing myself into my schoolwork and Diamondback articles, and most days I was exhausted, sometimes falling asleep before ten. Trace hadn’t brought up the subject of our marriage again, and I went on pretending like it didn’t exist. If I couldn’t even figure out how I felt about him and my future, and what role he played in it, I definitely wasn’t ready to dwell on the words wife or marriage.  
 
    All I knew was that I was too young to be married. Becoming a wife was something you did after you already had your dreams in your hand. It was stupid to put up roadblocks, like marriage, that would only get in the way of my career. Having a husband meant there would always be someone I had to consider when I made decisions. It didn’t matter how charming Trace might be, I didn’t have room for a husband.  
 
    My mind knew all that. But my heart, stupid thing that it was, was the one who was in control most of the time. 
 
    He hadn’t called last night, and like a junkie needing my dose of Stone, I stared at the screen in front of me, eagerly reading the story and looking at the pictures that had been taken of Trace during the past week. We might talk on the phone, but there was something about seeing him in full color that I really craved. I devoured the pictures and videos of him snowboarding, signing autographs, socializing with other boarders and fans. He was outgoing and charming and…glorious. 
 
    Not that I’d ever stroke his ego enough to tell him that, but seeing him in his element accentuated how amazing he was. It almost turned me into a sports fan. No wonder he was always so confident. He was crazy talented, and he knew it. And there was a greedy little part of me that relished the idea that he’d hunted me down. Me.  
 
    I came back for my wife. 
 
    It still didn’t quite seem real, but…I liked it. 
 
    I fought to tear my eyes away from the new photos, needing to see what had been written about him in the story. My gaze read the first few lines and then I quickly scanned the rest of the article when I realized that it was another recap of his injury, his surgery, his abandoned training, and his disappearance from the public eye. 
 
    I grinned to myself because I knew the weeks that were part of that disappearance belonged to me. They were our secret. No matter how much the media knew about him, they didn’t know a thing about those moments we had together. Weeks and weeks of laughter, and inappropriate jokes, and sex, and… 
 
    Weeks and weeks and weeks… 
 
    My body went stiff as I jerked into an upright position. I spun the chair around, abandoning the article to root around in my backpack in search of my daily planner. With fumbling hands, I opened it up, my finger tracing along dates and lists and notations as I flipped backward through my days. All the way back to September. 
 
    Wiping the back of my hand across my forehead, I swallowed down my worry. I felt sick. No, it was just nerves. I wasn’t really… 
 
    September 29th. That was the last time… 
 
    I dropped to my knees on the floor and grabbed the trash can and promptly threw up in it. 
 
    I was late. 
 
    *** 
 
    I refused to trust my future to a few little lines. No way could a cheap piece of plastic and a bathroom break give me the truth.  
 
    Which was why I found myself sitting in the waiting room of the health clinic on campus. By myself. With a positive pregnancy test shoved deep into my purse. 
 
    There wasn’t anyone I could have asked to go with me. Willow was in New York, Marlow was in LA, and Flex…he was a guy. He didn’t even let me touch his ping pong paddle because he thought my sissy girl cooties would give him bad luck. No way would he be able to stomach a visit to the Gyno with me. Besides, what would he do? Sit in the room and hold my hand? He probably would if I asked, but no thank you. He was my best friend, but no way was I baring the land of pie in front of him while some doctor shoved foreign objects in me. 
 
    Besides, the fewer people that knew about this little scare, the better.  
 
    And that’s all it was—a scare. It couldn’t be anything else. 
 
    Denial. I was good at that. 
 
    I wrapped my arms across my stomach and glanced around the waiting room, hoping I wouldn’t see anyone who would recognize me. My gaze fell on the cover of Sports Weekly on the table next to me. The guy on the cover had a face and body I knew all too well.  
 
    Trace.  
 
    God. How was I going to tell him about this? He was about to start his competitive season. I didn’t want him worrying.  
 
    Like an addict, I couldn’t look away from the magazine. He was dressed in a pair of white boarding pants. Medals were slung around his neck where they rested on his bare chest. He leaned against a snowboard, a charming smile on his face. A pair of goggles were on top of his head, messing up his already wild hair.  
 
    I was in no state of mind to read anything about him, but I also couldn’t help myself. Swallowing back my nerves, I picked up the magazine and thumbed through it until I found the article that went along with the photo. At first, it was like all the others, discussing Trace’s injury and how well he’d healed. But this article also had an interview with Trace, giving his side of the story. Dread pooled in my stomach when I neared the end of it. 
 
    Trace Stone: “I can’t wait to get back out on the slopes. I feel like the accident was a blessing in disguise. This setback gave me time to reflect on things, and I’ve got new perspective now. I think I’m in a better place than I was before.” 
 
    Sports Weekly: “Does this new perspective have anything to do with what happened in Vegas when you were there for ShredCon? Rumor has it you were seen coming out of a 24-hour wedding chapel with a pretty lady in tow. Could your new perspective and recent absence from the public eye be attributed to a happy marriage?” 
 
    Trace Stone: “No truth to that at all. I’m not ready to be tied down just yet.” 
 
    Sports Weekly: “You were recently seen in the company of a lovely young lady while in DC a few weeks ago. Is she a girlfriend? Has the ultimate lady’s man, Trace Stone, finally been taken off the market?” 
 
    Trace Stone: “Don’t ruin my reputation, Bryce. No wife. No girlfriend. I’m still a free man. I’m not off the market yet.” 
 
    On the opposite page were photos of Trace in various locations with a girl I didn’t recognize. And why should I? I hardly knew him or anything about his life outside of the time we’d spent together in the last few months. There was a photo of him and the girl in a restaurant, another in the ski lodge, and yet another coming out of a bar. All of them looked recent. 
 
    Even though those photos were relatively innocent, there was another with a completely different girl. This image made my heart feel like a lead weight in my chest. Trace wasn’t wearing a shirt, and she was kissing him full on the lips. 
 
    Disgust ate through me. I thought we’d been safe. We’d used condoms every single time, but I was currently sitting in the campus health clinic with a positive pregnancy test which could totally detour my future. Meanwhile, the guy who’d forced himself into my life and helped get me in this situation was off chasing his dreams, and other women.  
 
    My heart was racing, and I started to strip off my hoodie because I was flushed and overheated. I flung the magazine onto the table in front of me. I glared at Trace’s smiling face, furious. Not with him, but with myself.  
 
    I knew better. And I let him charm me anyway.  
 
    Look where that had gotten me.  
 
    He had his life back, just the way he wanted. 
 
    And mine was like the aftermath of a hurricane…in complete shambles. 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    25. KNITTING WITH SAUSAGES 
 
    November 19, 2016 
 
    IS TRACE STONE FINALLY OFF THE MARKET? By GossipGrind.com   
 
    Trace Stone was seen arriving in the Las Vegas airport yesterday with an unidentified woman. A few days ago, the couple was also seen at the Mammoth Mountain lodge in California where Trace has been training, but the mystery girl still has no name. Could this be the woman he was rumored to have been with at the Las Vegas wedding chapel this past summer? Stone has said he’s not off the market and that the gossip about a wedding last summer aren’t true, but he looked very happy with his mystery lady in California, and they were seen holding hands as they made their way to baggage claim in Vegas. Only time will tell if this is the one and only Mrs. Stone. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I felt like shit. Things got a little out of my control last night, and I didn’t get a chance to talk to Harlow. So far today, she’d ignored all my calls. And texts. And emails. I felt bad for forgetting to call her last night, but at the same time, I was surprised that she was ignoring me because of it. She wasn’t usually clingy or demanding in our relationship. In fact, she was the complete opposite. Which only made the cold shoulder she was giving me strange. If anything, I would have thought she’d be worried about my missed call and eager to find out if I was okay. The fact that she not only didn’t seem to care, but was avoiding me, left me filled with bitter resentment. 
 
    My current situation was pretty shitty, and the one person I wanted to speak to was ignoring me. And I had no idea why. 
 
    I’d been so excited when my cousin, Abby, took a break from classes to fly out to California to hang out with me. She’d been living in Vegas ever since Austin and Dallas had moved there a few years after winning Rising Stars. The whole family lived in a big house that Austin and Dallas had bought. 
 
    Abby, otherwise known as Abilene to my Aunt Chantel, was my youngest cousin. She didn’t share her brothers’ musical talent and was often overlooked by my aunt. Especially since Abby was a snow rat like me, which only made it torture for her that she was living in the desert. When I’d asked Abby why she didn’t just attend a university that was close to a ski slope instead of studying at LVU, she gave me a one-word answer.  
 
    Dallas.  
 
    It was all I needed to hear for her choice to make sense. She couldn’t bear the thought of moving away from her family and missing any of the time Dallas had left. That’s why she still lived at home instead of with friends. That’s why she endured a life in the desert when her heart longed for snow. That’s why she put up with Aunt Chantel when any other living arrangement would have been better. 
 
    I’d been missing Harlow pretty badly since starting my training at Mammoth two weeks ago, but seeing Abby made my heart lighter. Having her as a training buddy was exactly what I needed to help keep my heart in the game and on the slopes, rather than in Maryland where it wanted to be. Having Abby at Mammoth Mountain reminded me of all the times she’d come visit to escape her mom and carve snow with me. She could have had a future in boarding if she’d pursued it, she was that good.  
 
    We’d just gotten back from the slopes yesterday afternoon when we got the call that Dallas had a massive seizure. Years ago, before he was on Rising Stars, Dallas started to complain of severe headaches and nausea. To say we were shocked when we found out he had astrocytoma, a form of brain cancer, would be an understatement. The doctors did surgery to remove the tumor, he and Austin won Rising Stars, and everything seemed fine. A few months ago Dallas started having seizures and the doctors realized that not only had the cancer returned, but it was no longer grade two astrocytoma— something that could be treated. His cancer had progressed to grade four astrocytoma, a more aggressive form of cancer called glioblastoma.  
 
    There was no cure.  
 
    He would deteriorate quickly. 
 
    The symptoms would get worse until his quality of life was nonexistent.  
 
    The headaches and nausea that Dallas regularly suffered from because of his tumor were terrible and wore him down, but it was the seizures that terrified him. He would lose control of his body movements and speech for a time afterward. Often his memory would be affected too. That’s what scared him most. The pain he could almost deal with, but losing his mind, his ability to make decisions…that’s what made him pursue details about the death with dignity option.  
 
    It was his way of taking control of a situation that was throwing his future into an emotional and physical tailspin. I supported him fully no matter what he chose to do. I just hadn’t expected him to deteriorate so quickly. 
 
    When we got the call that Dallas was being taken to the hospital, it wasn’t a matter of whether we’d go to Vegas, but how quickly could we be there. When someone you love is terminally ill, and you know that at any moment cancer could take them away for good, you don’t think. You don’t wait. You rush to their side. It wasn’t until later this morning, when we were finally able to talk to Austin and hear for ourselves that Dallas still has his faculties, that I remembered I never talked to Harlow the night before to tell her what was going on.  
 
    I immediately called her to apologize, but she never picked up. 
 
    That was hours ago. 
 
    Now, I sat on the couch in Dallas’ hospital room, staring at the television without really watching. Aunt Chantel and Uncle Roger had gone with Austin to the Mirage under the insistence of Dallas to work out the logistics of the Dueling Cellos show that night.  
 
    Abby was sitting next to me, scrolling through her social media accounts on her phone, and Dallas was currently sleeping. Dallas once said that having a grand mal seizure was like running a marathon. It took everything out of him, physically and mentally, and all he wanted to do was sleep for days afterward. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, elbowing Abby. “I’m going to make another call. You going to be all right here by yourself?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I’m pretty sure I can keep my sleeping brother company without much effort.” 
 
    “If you say so, Blabby,” I teased, standing up and stretching my arms over my head. We’d caught a few hours of sleep out in the waiting room, but I was exhausted. 
 
    “Go ahead and call your girlfriend,” she said, nudging my leg with the toe of her shoe. “I’m tired of you acting like a sad little puppy.”  
 
    I hadn’t meant to tell Abby about Harlow, but girls can sniff out a guy with girl problems like a pig sniffing out truffles. She needed something to distract her from Dallas, and when she continued to badger me about what was causing my sour mood, I caved and told her I had a girlfriend. It’s not like my parents and brother didn’t already know, but I was so used to keeping it a secret, I almost felt guilty for admitting it out loud to anyone. 
 
    Which wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon.” I forced a grin and then made my way down to the main floor and outside so I could get better reception. I dialed Harlow’s number, and the phone rang three times. Just as I was preparing to leave another desperate message begging her to call me, she picked up. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Harlow?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice was clipped and sterile. 
 
    “Jesus.” I ran my hand through my hair until I was gripping the back of my neck as my head hung down. “It’s so good to finally hear your voice. I’ve been trying to call you for hours.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I was stunned into silence because I didn’t recognize this version of Harlow at all. I’d seen her flirty, angry, scared, happy, and stressed, but never void of emotion. I could take her being angry at me. That’s something I could fix. But her current attitude was as if she felt nothing for me. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked. “You don’t seem like yourself.” 
 
    “Funny,” she said, her tone as nasty as a snake bite. “I’m finally starting to feel like myself again.” 
 
    I hesitated, apprehension hijacking my words for a moment. It was like the past three months had never happened at all. Or that they did, but that she remembered them differently than I did. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t call last night. Things are a mess. I really need to talk to you.” I wanted to tell her about Dallas. To have her reassure me in her very organized and perfectly controlled Harlow way that everything was going to be okay. Even if I knew it wasn’t true, I would believe it if she said it. I would feel better if she shared my grief. She never asked much about my family or life, and I never forced it on her, but this one time, I wanted to tell her without being asked. 
 
    She huffed and then sighed. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to talk. In fact, I’m going to have to ask you to stop trying to contact me. It’s borderline harassment at this point.” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Is this some kind of sick joke?” I snapped. I hadn’t been angry with Harlow in a long time. Not since that first day of our sex ed class when she demanded an annulment. 
 
    “You know what’s sick?” she asked, her voice finally losing the even, uncaring quality. Her words were full of so much fury I could feel the heat of them through the phone. “I was actually starting to trust you. I should have known all along you were a player.” 
 
    “What?” That was the last thing I was expecting. 
 
    “I saw the article, Trace. You’re still the man around town?” Her voice had a funny sound to it, which made me think she was quoting the article verbatim. “I bet the ladies love that.” 
 
    I groaned. “Harlow, whatever you read was taken out of context.” 
 
    “But you said those things, right?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen the article yet, but whatever I said, it was because I knew you didn’t want our relationship to be public. I—” 
 
    “And for good reason,” she interrupted. “Thankfully, no one really knew about us. Now I won’t look like such an idiot since the pictures of all the other girls have surfaced.” Her voice broke, and despite the fact that I was angry with her, I had the urge to comfort her. 
 
    “What pictures? You’re the only girl I’ve been with since your birthday, Cricket.” 
 
    “Pick up your copy of Sports Weekly, Trace.” She sniffled, but when she spoke again, her voice was steely. “And don’t try to contact me again. Unless it’s to give me my annulment,” she added. 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to respond before the line went dead. 
 
    I growled in disgust and then spun around, nearly tearing the front door off its hinges when I entered the hospital again. I went straight to the gift shop, hoping they sold magazines. I wasn’t two steps into the shop before I saw it—my face staring back at me from the cover. I snatched the Sports Weekly off the shelf, took it to the register, and the cashier did a double take as she rung it up. 
 
    Her eyebrows dipped low over her eyes in curiosity as she looked from me to the picture and then pointed at my face. “Did anyone ever tell you—” she started to say. 
 
    I tossed a ten dollar bill on the counter and then lifted the magazine as I left, forcing a charming grin. “Keep the change.” 
 
    In the hallway, I flipped through the pages until I found the article. I scanned it quickly, my memory of that day resurfacing with a sick feeling. Everything in it was quoted word for word, as least as well as I remembered it, but I had to admit that I could see why Harlow might be upset. The interview had been cut and pasted in just the right way that made me look like a complete douche to her. I scanned the rest of the article, wondering what photos had made Harlow so angry, half expecting to see the pictures of us that the interviewer had shown me.  
 
    The story was mostly filled with more shots of me in boarding gear from our photoshoot. Until the last page, where I found pictures of Abby and me together at Mammoth Mountain. To me, the photos looked innocent. But to anyone else who didn’t know we were related, I could see how we might look like a happy couple. 
 
    The images of me with Abby weren’t the worst part, however. The worst part was the selfie taken by the gum-snapping assistant from the Quench commercial. In the picture, I looked half-naked, and she was kissing me on the lips. It was the picture I’d asked her to delete.  
 
    I should have known better. 
 
    I folded the magazine in half and shoved it in my back pocket so I’d have both hands free to text Harlow. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t answer a phone call, but she had to at least give me a chance to defend myself. After all the time we’d spent together, she owed me that. 
 
    Me: Just saw the article 
 
    Me: It’s not what you think  
 
    Me: The girl at Mammoth is my cousin 
 
    I was still typing when I got a reply. 
 
    Harlow: Seriously? That’s the best excuse you could come up with? Your cousin? 
 
    Me: It’s the truth 
 
    Me: And that kiss with the other girl was an accident 
 
    Me: She kissed me 
 
    Me: I asked her to delete the photo 
 
    Harlow: So you were just walking around naked and accidentally got your face stuck to another girl’s mouth? I’m not an idiot.  
 
    Me: UR not even giving me a chance to explain 
 
    Harlow: Giving you chances only gets me in trouble.  
 
    Me: Not true 
 
    Harlow: Really? Want to know where I am right now? I’m sitting at the Gyno’s office with a positive pregnancy test in my hand. How’s that for trouble? Is that your MO? Start sucking face with a new chick once the old one is knocked up? 
 
    I stared at the screen in disbelief. Harlow was knocked up? Like pregnant? I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I typed out a response. 
 
    Me: We used condoms 
 
    Harlow: ARE YOU REALLY THAT BIG OF A DICK? AND I DON’T MEAN THAT AS A COMPLIMENT. CONDOMS ARE NOT 100%! BUT YOU KNOW WHAT IS? YOUR ASSHOLERY!!!!  
 
    Fuck. She was pissed. Whoever said you couldn’t truly understand someone’s feelings over text had obviously never been screamed at in all caps after accidentally insinuating that the girl they were dating was screwing around. 
 
    Me: I didn’t mean it that way 
 
    Harlow: How did you mean it? 
 
    Me: I’m sorry  
 
    Typing an apology and arguing over text was like trying to knit with sausages. I couldn’t type as fast as her anger was thrown back at me.  
 
    Harlow: I’m sorry too. I’m the one who’s pregnant. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe it. We’d been safe every single time. Maybe she read the test wrong.  
 
    Me: R U sure? 
 
    Harlow: Am I sure? FUCK YOU. I didn’t want this, remember? I told you I didn’t want a relationship. I told you I had a future to think about that had nothing to do with you. But you wouldn’t go away. And look what it got me. Two pink lines! I might not even be able to graduate thanks to you. Everything is ruined. 
 
    Ruined? Holy shit. It was a baby, not a death sentence. 
 
    Me: Don’t U think U R overreacting? 
 
    I barely managed to get that message out before another verbal assault rang through. 
 
    Harlow: Overreacting?!?! Don’t come knocking on my door anymore. I’ve hired a lawyer to draw up the annulment like I should have done months ago. 
 
    Disbelief surged into righteous anger. Not this shit again. 
 
    Me: We R not getting an annulment 
 
    I waited for the blinking icon and her response, but two minutes later, there was nothing. 
 
    Me: Don’t do anything until I get back and we can talk about all of this 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Me: I’ll be back in five days 
 
    Me: We’ll talk and we can decide what to do 
 
    Silence. 
 
    God damn. This girl made me insane. Is this what it was like to love someone? She was ripping my heart out of my chest, and the crazy thing was, I didn’t care. As long as she was the one holding my heart, I didn’t care what she did with it. I knew if I was there in person, I could explain my side of the story about the article. I could make her understand that everything was taken out of context and that I was just trying to protect her. I’d be able to calm her down over the pregnancy test and make her understand that whatever was happening, we’d go through it together.  
 
    I attempted to write out a response a couple of times, but nothing seemed like the right thing to say. Putting things right was too hard over text, she couldn’t hear the truth in my voice or see the expression on my face that would prove to her how much she meant to me.  
 
    I decided to try to call. The phone rang exactly one time and then went to voicemail.  
 
    Fuck. She just blocked me. 
 
    My initial thought was to get the first plane back to Maryland so that I could see her face-to-face and talk some sense into her.  
 
    Huck was right. Harlow was a problem because I was only too willing to leave my responsibilities and risk everything for her. And I would. If there was even a chance at a happily ever after for Harlow and me, I didn’t care about anything else. 
 
    I decided to text her one more time, hoping she’d see it when she got done with her doctor’s appointment. 
 
    Me: We’re in this together 
 
    Me: Call me after you see the doctor 
 
    Me: I’ll be home in five days and we can decide what to do 
 
    Me: Unless U want me to come back sooner 
 
    There was nothing I could do from 3,000 miles away but wait for her to respond. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dallas was awake when I got back to his room. He’d changed a bit since the last time I’d seen him over the summer, but he still looked the same for the most part. He’d gained a little weight from the medication they had him on, but he looked healthy. If it wasn’t for the hospital gown and the machines that were hooked up to him, I never could have guessed the hell his body was putting him through.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Dallas’ mouth stumbled over the words, and we both pretended not to notice. 
 
    I dropped onto the couch next to Abby. “Visiting.” 
 
    He reached down to adjust the sheet over his lap while he avoided looking at me. “I’d rather you come see my show, not…this.” He gestured to himself and the machines around him, his movements as graceful as when he was playing his cello. At least the tumor hadn’t stolen that yet. 
 
    But it would. Eventually. 
 
    “I was worried. And I didn’t want Abby to have to come alone,” I added when his mouth flattened in displeasure. 
 
    He sighed. “You can’t come running every time my body goes on the fritz. It’s just going to happen more often until I decide to put an end to it.” 
 
    “Dallas…” I hated when he talked about his death. He had a deadline, we all knew it, but knowing it and talking about it were two different things. And Dallas had no problem talking about it. 
 
    “Cut the sad shit, will ya?” He focused on his lap as he picked at his thumbnail. “I already feel guilty that Austin sacrificed his happiness for mine. I don’t need the rest of you putting your lives on hold because I’ve had a few hiccups.” He looked up from his lap to meet my gaze. “I wish I had more time than what the doctors have given me, but I know that I’m lucky to have already achieved my dreams. Some people never get that chance. You have that chance, asshole, so I don’t know what you’re doing here watching me sleep all day like some kind of creeper.” 
 
    Dallas might have been raised with Aunt Chantel shoving classical music and etiquette lessons down his throat, but what came out of him was always the opposite. He wasn’t the gentle, sweet, sad, dying guy. He was the guy who took the bull by the horns, set it on fire, and then rode it off a cliff while enjoying every minute of it.  
 
    “Life is short, dude,” Dallas said. “Don’t waste a single minute.” When I met his gaze he added, “And for God’s sake, win a god damn race already. I’m sick of reading stories about your torn ACL.” 
 
    I laughed. “Working on it.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Well? Mammoth Mountain isn’t going to carve itself. Get your ass out of here.” He nodded to the door.  
 
    I stood up, and he put his fist out for me to bump. 
 
    “And don’t come back unless you’ve got a medal or the girl.” 
 
    I turned and glared at Abby. “I thought you said you were putting it in the vault?” 
 
    She shrugged and then grinned like the Cheshire Cat. “I did. I just never said how long I’d keep it there.”  
 
    On my way out, I went to give her a hug goodbye, but then twisted her into a headlock to give her a noogie instead. She screeched and giggled as I worked her hair into a knotty mess. “That’s the last time I confide in you, Blabby Abby.”  
 
    She screeched louder, and Dallas couldn’t hold back a grin.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” she apologized breathlessly between giggles. I finally let her go, and she leaned in to give me a hug. “Thanks for coming with me. You’re a good guy, Trace.” 
 
    Yeah. When I wasn’t making epic mistakes with Harlow. 
 
    I gave my cousins another round of hugs and then left the hospital, waiting for Harlow’s call as I headed back to Mammoth. Maybe I should just pack up my shit and head straight back to Maryland. All I needed was a yes from her, and I’d be on my way. 
 
    In a way, it felt like the next interaction with Harlow would be the defining moment of my future. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    26. NAKED I CAME 
 
    November 19, 2016 
 
    CORRECTION By Harlow Ransom   
 
    In our last article, we reported that Harlow Ransom admitted that she liked having Trace in her life. Due to recent events, she has retracted that statement. Our apologies for any confusion. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    I peed in a cup and was presented with another positive pregnancy test. Which led to my present predicament of wearing nothing but a paper gown in a room with white machines, flickering computer screens, and a technician who was so sweet she made my teeth hurt. 
 
    “Just relax, Ms. Ransom. This won’t take long.” 
 
    At the technician’s urging, I leaned back against the table and the paper crinkled underneath me as I attempted to get my heels into the stirrups at the end of the bed. She was holding what she called a “wand,” but it looked like a really boring version of Buzz. She covered it in gel, held onto my knee, and then stuck it right up in there. As in straight to the heart of the land of pie. I knew I shouldn’t feel violated, especially with how kinky my sex life was at times, but I kind of did. 
 
    She moved the wand around a little and then she said, “According to your last menstruation, you should be about seven weeks along.” 
 
    Seven weeks? I felt my future crumbling like a broken mirror—reflecting all of my mistakes back at me in jagged pieces. 
 
    I met her gaze, and she was looking at me with a strained smile on her face, which was understandable. She worked in a campus health clinic. A baby was the last thing I, or any college student, needed. 
 
    Her eyes flicked between me and the screen, her expression tight. “I’m just going to take a few measurements and then let you speak with the doctor, okay?” Her tone had gone very gentle, which worried me. Her fingers danced across the keyboard as she moved the wand a little. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Aside from the fact that I’m 21 and pregnant? How was I going to tell my father about this? He was going to be so disappointed. Would I even be able to graduate? 
 
    She looked at me nervously. “I’m just a technician. The doctor will discuss the results and your options with you.” 
 
    The results. As in the fact that I was pregnant. And what I could do about that. My options. 
 
    Options? There were none. Not as far as I was concerned. I would have it. I may not have planned on a baby, and I certainly wasn’t ready to be a mother, but it was too late to change that.  
 
    The technician finished her work, instructed me to get dressed, and told me to head down the hallway to the second door on the right when I was done.  
 
    As I stripped off the paper gown and pulled my clothes on, I ran my hand over my stomach. I felt something inside my chest flicker. I wasn’t sure if it was fear or awe or anger. All I recognized was an overwhelming need to not make any more mistakes. I had done this to myself. With a guy who made it publicly clear that he had no intention of being tied down. To be honest, as angry as I was with Trace, I wasn’t vindictive enough to let my decision to keep the baby effect his future too. We’d go our separate ways, and I’d figure it out on my own. 
 
    I reached up to cover my mouth, and I felt the tears sliding down my face. 
 
    Everything had changed. 
 
    My future was no longer mine anymore. 
 
    And I was scared. 
 
    I finished dressing in a daze, and then walked down the hallway. I found the correct door for Dr. Kinley and she ushered me in when I knocked.  
 
    “Have a seat,” she said gently.  
 
    I sat down carefully, the truth of my situation making me very aware of every movement. And then suddenly my mind was spiraling through memories of paintball…and all of the times I’d clumsily fallen over my cat…and how many alcoholic drinks I’d had. Had I already ruined this baby’s life without even giving it a chance? 
 
    “Ms. Ransom,” Dr. Kinley said, pulling my attention to her. She gave me a sad look and then said, “I’m sorry to tell you that you’ve miscarried.” 
 
    “What?” Shock made my mind go blank. I just found out I was pregnant. 
 
    She gestured to some printouts in front of her that looked like just a bunch of grayish blurs. “The results of your ultrasound determined that you were around seven weeks along, but that the fetus has no heartbeat.” 
 
    No heartbeat? “I-I don’t understand. The pregnancy test came out positive.” I reached up to touch my chest where that flickering had turned into tight pain. How could I be heartbroken over something I didn’t want? How could there be no heartbeat? “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Dr. Kinley shook her head. “It’s not your fault. This is very common early on in pregnancy. Often it’s a genetic anomaly, a situation where it’s best the pregnancy didn’t continue because things just weren’t right.” She bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t meant to be.” 
 
    It wasn’t meant to be. Just like Trace and me.  
 
    “In any case,” she continued. “You shouldn’t blame yourself. So much has to go right to create a healthy child. This is nature’s way of…” She trailed off as if she couldn’t bear to say the words.  
 
    What didn’t she want to say? That it was nature’s way of sparing the world of imperfection? Or perhaps it was nature’s way of keeping me from making the same mistakes as my mother.  
 
    The doctor’s eyes crinkled as she gave me a kind smile. “I’m very sorry. I know this is difficult to understand, but it’s for the best. At this point, you have two options. You can wait until things take their natural course and the fetus passes, or you can choose to get a D&C.” 
 
    I was numb as she explained my choices in detail. I was vaguely aware of making an appointment for a D&C that could be done the next day so that I wouldn’t miss any of my midterms the following week. I felt like a coward for choosing that route rather than the course of nature, but I was barely keeping myself in one piece as it was. I didn’t think I could handle the possibility of going through labor and giving birth to my miscarriage. I just…couldn’t. 
 
    I always thought I was strong, but at that moment, I realized I was just scared. 
 
    As I walked out of the clinic and headed for my apartment, I pulled out my phone and typed a list into my notes. 
 
      
 
    1. Ask Flex to take me to appointment for D&C 
 
    2. Tell Betty I need tomorrow off 
 
    3. Research D&C 
 
    4. Study for midterms 
 
    5. Feed Couch Cat 
 
    6. Tell Trace 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Flex took me to my appointment the next day. They put me to sleep, and after I woke up, I felt no pain, except for the one in my heart. Strange how such a life changing possibility can be so fleeting and still leave such an impact.  
 
    My entire life was in upheaval, but one thing was certain. More than ever, I was ready to face whatever the future had in store for me.  
 
    By myself. 
 
    That was the only way I could survive with my heart intact. 
 
    I looked down at my stomach, and my hand automatically fluttered to cover it.  
 
    The idea that I had been pregnant had been terrifying, but now that I knew I wasn’t, I felt more alone than ever. Which was absurd. My head was a whirlwind of confusion. I didn’t want the responsibility of a baby, but the knowledge that a tiny life had died inside me was heartbreaking all the same. What was wrong with me? 
 
    My mouth hardened into a defiant frown. I might not know what I wanted my future to be anymore, but I knew one thing for certain. 
 
    I definitely didn’t want a husband. 
 
    Flex offered to stay with me after he dropped me off at home, but I didn’t need his help. Besides, I had to tell Trace. He deserved to know that he didn’t need to feel any obligation to me. 
 
    I sat down on my couch, the silence of my apartment heavy around me as I pulled out my phone. 
 
    Me: It’s done. 
 
    I stared at the phone cradled in my hand as I waited for him to respond. I felt empty. 
 
    Trace: What’s done? 
 
    My fingers were slow as they tapped across the screen. 
 
    Me: I’m not pregnant anymore. 
 
    Trace: What do U mean? 
 
    Me: The baby is gone. 
 
    A full five minutes went by before the typing icon began to flash and I tried to imagine how Trace was reacting, what he must be thinking. I was fully aware that I was misleading him, but I also knew it was the only way for both of us to move on. There was no future for us together. He was going to be traveling and competing, and I was going to… 
 
    Suddenly the dreams I thought I wanted didn’t seem to have the same shine they used to. I was so focused on the chance to report the news and lives of other people, that I hadn’t bothered to make my life more than just a shallow puddle of experiences.  
 
    But did I want more than that?  
 
    Not if it hurt this much. 
 
    Trace: I thought we were going to decide what to do together 
 
    Me: I never said that. Nothing else has changed. I just wanted you to know you don’t have any obligations to me. I’m not pregnant anymore.  
 
    My phone was silent for so long I wasn’t sure he was going to respond. Finally, one word popped up with a cheery ding. 
 
    Trace: Congratulations 
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    27. PERFECT HARLOW IS NOT SO PERFECT 
 
    November 22, 2016 
 
    BROKEN HEART AND GUILT TRIP TOUR By Harlow Ransom   
 
    Harlow Ransom put the final nail in the coffin of her marriage and is heading out on the Broken Heart and Guilt Trip Tour. Anyone hoping to see her show won’t have to look too far. You can find her emotionally crushed, sitting with an empty seat next to her in Sex Ed class, wallowing in guilt at the Dairy, acting hopelessly useless at the Diamondback, or watching sappy movies and eating ice cream by the bucketful at her apartment. The show is free and likely to run for quite some time. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    He’d listened. I think deep down I hadn’t expected him to. Maybe hadn’t even wanted him to, but Trace listened and hadn’t contacted me since the day I told him I wasn’t pregnant anymore. Sure, there was that photo he sent me from one of his family reunions, but that’s it. It had a post-it note on it saying that the girl in the images from the article was really his cousin, Abby Stone. 
 
    After getting his letter, I Googled her name and tons of images came up with her and two guys named Dallas and Austin Stone, who were apparently her brothers and also cousins of Trace. Austin and Dallas lived in Vegas, which made Abby’s appearance with Trace in Sin City less scandalous.  
 
    The thing was, even if Abby was his cousin, that still didn’t explain the girl he’d been kissing in the other photo. Or the things he’d said in the article. Or the fact that we had the power to totally destroy each other’s dreams. A drunken marriage, an accidental pregnancy, loss of that pregnancy, a lack of trust…those were things that neither of us needed. Separately, we had a chance to succeed. Together, we’d only hold each other back. And I wasn’t going to do that to Trace or myself. Not now that I knew who he really was and that he had a legitimate chance at the X-Games and maybe even the Olympics. 
 
    At least that’s what I told myself…that I was saving him from our tendency to make massive mistakes together. In reality, I was saving myself because there was a huge part of me that feared I might never be able to pick up the pieces if he chose to walk away from me. And so I forced him to. 
 
    I hated myself because if I was completely honest, I was both relieved and heartbroken that I wasn’t pregnant, and I didn’t know how to reconcile the two. I wasn’t ready to have a baby in my life, but at the same time, I felt like a failure. Like I lost a vital part of myself. A part I didn’t want to need. 
 
    *** 
 
    Willow was calling. Again. If I didn’t pick up soon, she’d probably show up on my doorstep. Better to take the phone call.  
 
    “Hey Willow,” I answered, forcing happiness into my voice. 
 
    “Don’t answer the phone like you haven’t been avoiding my calls for three days straight,” she snapped.  
 
    “I’ve been busy—“ 
 
    “No, you’ve been avoiding me. I saw the article. I know what Mr. Heartbreak said. And since you’re too mopey to answer my calls, I was forced to drag my ass all the way down to your shitty apartment to make sure you weren’t dead on the floor with Couch Cat clawing out your eyeballs.” 
 
    “Wait. What? You’re here?” I glanced around the apartment in a panic. 
 
    “Just giving you fair warning, so you had pants on when I got there,” she said.  
 
    I started hustling around my apartment like my ass was on fire, picking up trash and shoving it out of sight.  
 
    “There’s nothing worse than watching you ball your eyes out while you’re sitting around in your underpants.” She paused, and then I heard the ding of the elevator through the phone, announcing that she was on my floor. “You have thirty seconds to get your shit together while I find my key.” 
 
    I slammed the door to my closet shut, and when I heard the key slip into the lock of my front door, I sighed and flopped down on the bed in defeat. There was no point in fighting Storm Willow when she was blustering. Best to just let her have her way now and pick up the wreckage afterward. 
 
    *** 
 
    Willow’s way ended up being a flight out to California to spend Thanksgiving with my dad. She’d invited herself and Marlow as well. I usually spent Thanksgiving with Flex since I couldn’t afford to go home often, but even though I whined and complained about being forced to go back to California, I was secretly happy. I needed to get out of town…away from Maryland, my apartment, and memories of Trace. I needed to get a new perspective. To try to figure out exactly what I wanted out of my future.  
 
    I needed to figure out how to tell my dad I almost made him a grandfather. Because eventually the health insurance forms would rat me out and there would be bills to pay. Guess I’d be picking up extra shifts at the Dairy. 
 
    Ugh. The days of Perfect Harlow were definitely numbered, and for once, it was kind of a relief. 
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    28. FIGHT FOR ME 
 
    November 23, 2016 
 
    IS TRACE STONE HUNGRY FOR A WIN? By National Sports Network   
 
    Trace Stone finished his pre-season training at Mammoth Mountain in California this week and will be starting off his competitive season at the beginning of December in Aspen, Colorado—the first stop on the Back Country Tour. 
 
    “He’s feeling great,” his agent, Jesse Dunne, said. “He’s just as excited to get back to racing as his fans are to see him.” 
 
    But not everyone is happy to have Stone back at the top of the mountain.  
 
    “Stone is old news. He might have been top dog once, but his luck ran out,” Javier Bellini boasted. “I predict that you’ll be seeing my name at the top of every leader board this season. I’m the guy who’s going to be crossing the finish line first.” 
 
    When asked how he can make such a prediction without seeing Stone in action, Bellini responded, “The X-Games broke him last year. This year, I will.” 
 
    Snowboard cross has always been an unforgiving sport, but it looks like Stone now has more than just a tough course and an old injury to contend with. The rest of the racers smell blood, and they’re hungry for a win. The question is, are they hungrier than Stone? 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    Harlow wasn’t exactly the kind of girl to be apologetic about anything, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t expecting at least a little regret from her. I couldn’t believe that she thought I’d cheated on her. And I was still furious that she’d gotten an abortion without talking to me first. It’s not that I was judging her, I was still a little stunned over the whole idea of a pregnancy, but it stung that she didn’t want me to be there with her when she made the decision and went through the procedure.  
 
    I’d been stewing in bitterness and anger for the last five days. 
 
    She’d told me not to come knocking on her door, but there was no way I was letting this thing between us go without having my say face-to-face. She wasn’t brushing me off with a few texts. 
 
    When I rapped my knuckles on the door, I heard the loud mewing of Couch Cat and then heavy footsteps. When the door opened, I was struck silent. 
 
    “Hey, Trace!” Flex said, his smile large.  
 
    My jealousy flared up like gasoline thrown on flames. What was he doing here? Had she already moved on?  
 
    “Hey, Flex,” I managed to say. “Is Harlow here?” I tried to look beyond him to see if she was hiding inside and whether she’d avoid me or man up and have the long overdue chat we needed. 
 
    “Nah.” He opened the door and ushered me inside. “She went home for Thanksgiving and asked me to stop in and feed her cat.” He turned to go into the kitchen and gestured at the countertop. “There’s a package here for you. She said to give it to you if you came by while I was here.” 
 
    I walked to the countertop and glanced down at the large manila envelope with my name on it. “Oh? Are you here a lot?” I lifted the package, wondering what was inside. 
 
    He reached under the kitchen counter and pulled out the bag of cat food. “No more than usual. Just here feeding Couch Cat the last few days. Oh, and I was here last weekend to check on her after her D&C.” 
 
    I glanced up from the letters of my name, my forehead creasing in confusion. “D&C?” 
 
    When the cat food started to tip into the bowl with a loud jingling sound, Couch Cat came running, nudging her face in the way to eat as food continued to pour in. 
 
    Flex shrugged. “Yeah. They put her under anesthesia, which was a good thing. She was a mess. She thought the miscarriage was all her fault.” 
 
    His words were like a dozen knives straight into my chest. “Harlow had a miscarriage?” 
 
    Flex looked up, his expression stricken. Food continued to fall out of the bag and all over the floor. “Oh shit. That was a secret. I wasn’t supposed to tell you about the miscarriage. Shit. I’m sorry dude.” 
 
    A miscarriage? That didn’t make sense. She’d just told me she was pregnant and then the next day she said she wasn’t. How could she have miscarried? 
 
    “Are you okay?” Flex asked. 
 
    I blinked a few times and realized he was crouched on the floor trying to stuff the extra food back in the bag before Couch Cat could eat it. 
 
    “I thought when she said it was gone, it meant she got an abortion.” 
 
    He scowled at me. “Do you really think she’d do that without telling you first?” He stood up and tossed the bag of cat food on the counter where it fell over and scattered bits of stuff all over the place. “I know she’s stubborn, but she’s not heartless.” He walked toward me, and the happy go lucky Flex I was used to seeing was nowhere in sight. This Flex looked like he wanted to kick my ass six ways to Sunday.  
 
    “I know, I just…” I paused, my anger turning into uncertainty. Why didn’t she just tell me it was a miscarriage? Why let me think she’d had an abortion? “Is she okay?” 
 
    His mouth flattened into a grimace, and he shrugged. “Physically, yeah. She’s trying to act like everything is normal, but she’s…changed.” 
 
    I understood. I felt changed too, and not in a good way. 
 
    “So,” he said, brushing his hands on his pants. “What’s the deal between you two?” 
 
    I gripped the envelope in my fist. “That’s between Harlow and me.” I couldn’t even process the way I was feeling. “But just so you know, I’m not the one walking away. She is,” I added. 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, and then he nodded once before turning toward the counter to clean up his mess yet again. “If you want her, you’re going to have to fight for her,” he said without looking up. 
 
    My answering laugh held no amusement. “I’ve been doing that since the moment I met her.” I tore off the edge of the envelope and reached inside to pull out a stack of papers. 
 
    He grinned and then looked up to meet my eyes. “Then maybe it’s time to make her fight for you.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “She thinks she knows what’s best…for both of you.” Flex nodded toward the papers. “I happen to think she’s wrong.” 
 
    I looked down at the sheets in my hand and had the urge to rip them in two as I read them. “Did you look at these?” I growled. 
 
    Flex shoved the bag of cat food under the sink and then started filling another bowl with water. He turned to face me before setting the bowl on the floor. “Of course I did. Harley’s like a sister to me. I have a right to know why my best friend is an emotional disaster.”  
 
     I flipped through the pages in my hand, trying to figure out what I should do. I’d done nothing but chase Harlow since the moment I met her. And now I was holding annulment papers that she expected me to sign. I squeezed the edges in my fist, watching the way her signature crumpled and disappeared under the pressure before I released my grip and shoved them back into the envelope.  
 
    “I think you’re right, Flex,” I finally said. “I think it’s time for Harlow to fight for me.” 
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    29. LUCKILY UNLUCKY 
 
    November 24, 2016 
 
    BELOW THE FOLD By Harlow Ransom   
 
    We regret to inform you that the story for today has been pulled from publication due to unforeseen circumstances. We have no further information as to when Harlow Ransom will be back above the fold again. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    My dad had been retired from the Navy for a long time, but you couldn’t tell by looking at him. He still kept his hair short, and he was barrel-chested and as muscular as any of the new recruits that the military spit out on a regular basis. The only difference was that his hair was gray, what little of it that he kept, and the skin around his eyes was wrinkled with years of laughter. Jack Ransom was a scary SOB most of the time, but he had a good heart. 
 
    Only today, I was pretty sure that as thankful as he was that his only daughter was home for the holiday, albeit with my ornery older half-sisters, he was not going to find my confession one bit humorous. I honestly had never been as scared in my life as I was to tell him about the miscarriage…and Trace. He was going to be so disappointed in me, and I wasn’t used to being anything but the model daughter. He expected perfect, and I excelled at perfection. 
 
    But I’d finally made a mistake…and I had to own up to it. 
 
    I decided to detonate the truth bomb before everyone started eating…just to avoid any possible choking. My ass had barely hit the seat before my mouth fell open. 
 
    “I have something to tell you, Daddy. But promise you won’t be mad.” 
 
    He sat down slowly in his chair, his gaze raking over Marlow and Willow as he took his seat. “You know that’s not a promise I can make, Harlow.” He eyed my sisters again. “Is that why these two troublemakers are here?” He tried to say it with a threatening growl, but no matter how much my dad teased my sisters, he loved them like his own.  
 
    “No.” My gaze lingered on the tabletop. Just say it. Rip it off like a Band-Aid. “I had a miscarriage,” I blurted. 
 
    The silence that followed was so complete I thought I’d gone deaf. 
 
    “Like…with a baby?” Marlow squeaked. 
 
    I gave her a strange look. “No, with a goat.” I rolled my eyes…and then held my breath as I risked a glance to the other side of the table where my father sat. He was staring at me as if he’d never met me before. 
 
    “You were pregnant? How did that happen?” Marlow asked loudly, oblivious to the fact that Jack Ransom still hadn’t said a word. 
 
    “Come on, Marlow,” Willow said, exasperated. “You took sex ed in the fifth grade like the rest of us. Plus I’m pretty sure I’ve walked in on you practicing making your own baby with a number of losers.”  
 
    It was Marlow’s turn to roll her eyes. “I know how it happens. I meant how did it happen to perfect Harlow? I thought I’d be the first one to get accidentally pregnant.” She threw her hands into the air, like she’d given up trying to figure out how the universe worked. 
 
    “Me too,” I muttered.  
 
    “I mean, you’re always getting on my back about safe sex,” she complained. “Meanwhile you were the one who had a one-night stand in Vegas with a stranger!” 
 
    “Vegas?” My dad asked, his growl real. “You got pregnant from a one-night stand in Vegas?” 
 
    “It didn’t happen in Vegas,” I countered, shaking my head. I should have known better than to do this with Marlow around. “And besides,” I added. “I was being safe! We used protection.” My glance found my dad again, and I lowered my voice. “I guess I was just the unlucky small percent that gets pregnant even with a condom.” I paused. “And then I miscarried…and I have no idea how to feel. I feel relieved, and embarrassed, and…sad.”  
 
    I bit my bottom lip and looked at my sisters before meeting my father’s gaze again, my stomach rolling with dread. “Say something, Daddy,” I pleaded.  
 
    He took a deep breath and then let it out. “Why did you say you were unlucky?” 
 
    I tilted my head and frowned, confused about his question. 
 
    “Just because the situation was unexpected,” he said, “that doesn’t necessarily mean it was unlucky.” He looked around the table at all of us. “None of you were planned. None of you were expected. But I think we can all agree that it’s lucky you were born.” He met my gaze again. “You three were the best Nicole Mercer had to offer. And I feel pretty lucky to have you at my table whether you were planned or not.” 
 
    My eyes watered as I looked at him, my heart overflowing with relief and love and…hope. I noticed Marlow and Willow were blinking tears from their eyes, too. “Thank you, Daddy.” 
 
    He gave me a curt nod. “I’m sorry about the miscarriage. I wish you’d told me so I could’ve been there for you.” He reached across the table to hold my hand. I hadn’t expected him to take the news so well. He’d always been supportive, but I’d never made a mistake this big before. His unconditional love for me was niggling its way into my composure, driving hot tears to the back of my eyes. I’d prepared myself for his disappointment, not his heartfelt distress. “It was fine,” I said, looking down at my hands. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you?” Silence followed, and I looked up to meet his worried gaze. 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    “All right.” He reached for the platter of turkey and started to serve himself with a slight nod. “We can discuss this Vegas incident over dessert.” Without lifting his head, he glanced up at me from underneath his eyebrows and I knew that even though I was still going to get an ass-chewing because of my bad decisions, he would always be on my side.  
 
    He was right. I was a lucky girl. 
 
    *** 
 
    When it was time to head to the airport Sunday morning, I felt the panic rising. I no longer had a plan I was sure of. For the first time since starting college, I entertained the idea of not going back to Maryland.  
 
    “You’re not giving up,” my dad said, engulfing me in a hug.  
 
    I looked up at him, feeling very much like a child again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He squeezed me tighter. “I can tell the difference in your hug. This is the same hug you gave me the day you started middle school. You were scared, and you wanted to stay home where I could protect you. Do you remember what I told you that morning?” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t pull back to look him in the eye. “You told me that I had an amazing future ahead of me and that I wouldn’t get to live it if I didn’t go out and chase it down,” I mumbled against his chest. 
 
    He rubbed my back with his big hand. “That’s right. And it’s the same today as it was back then. You’re not going to find that amazing future if you come running back home. I love having you here, but I’ve never allowed myself to hold you back, and I won’t let you do it to yourself either.” He released me, and held me by the shoulders. “Yes, the past few weeks haven’t been easy. But you have to finish what you started. Get your degree.” 
 
    “Everything that’s happened lately…I’m not sure I know what I want anymore. I’ve realized that maybe I don’t have what it takes to be the next Oprah,” I admitted, voicing my fear. 
 
    “Oprah? Who wants you to be Oprah? I never wanted you to be anything but Harlow,” my dad said, leaning down to kiss the top of my head. “As long as you do that, you’ll be fine. Show me you know how to finish strong.” 
 
    “But what if I never become a big shot journalist? What if I’m nothing but a big disappointment?” I asked. 
 
    My dad chuckled. “I don’t care if you’re a journalist or an ice cream scooper, as long as you’re happy.” 
 
    I melted into another one of his bear hugs.  
 
    “So when do I get to meet this guy who knocked up my daughter?” he asked, his voice almost threatening. When he’d asked who the father was, Willow was only too happy to show him a picture on her phone. Of course, it was the one of Trace in the Got Milk ad. My dad’s face had creased in displeasure, but he remained silent. I ended the conversation by telling them that Trace had been away at training for several weeks and that we’d had a fight. 
 
    “I…uh…” I scrunched up my nose. “We’re not together anymore.” 
 
    My father frowned, and for the first time he looked truly disappointed. “And I still don’t understand why. You never gave a good reason.”  
 
    “We weren’t right for each other.” My dad narrowed his eyes, and I knew he didn’t believe me. I wasn’t sure I believed me anymore. “Loving him wasn’t worth the risk. We made too many mistakes together.” 
 
    “Love is always worth the risk.” He crossed his arms.  
 
    “Not always. Look at mom. You loved her, and she left.” 
 
    My dad smiled sadly. “Loving her was especially worth the risk.” He put his hands on my shoulders and bent down so we were looking eye to eye. “Because I got you.”  
 
    He gently touched my cheek, and I had to blink rapidly to keep from crying. How did he know the perfect thing to say? 
 
    “Do you love him?” he asked. “Do you love Trace?” 
 
    Enough to let him go, I thought. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m brave enough to love him. I think we’d only destroy each other.” I grabbed the handle of my carry-on and turned toward the door where Marlow was waiting for me. “He has his snowboarding, and I have…I have no idea what I want.”  
 
    “You should talk to him,” my dad said. “I can tell you’re hurting over the miscarriage and I think it’ll help if you can talk about it with him.” 
 
    I cringed at the idea of talking to Trace again. What was the point of opening up old wounds just to create new ones? 
 
    No point. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I lied.  
 
    I kissed my dad on the cheek and promised to call him the following weekend. 
 
    Talk to Trace? After the way I treated him, I’d be lucky if he didn’t spit in my face if he ever saw me again. 
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    30. THE BRAWL 
 
    December 4, 2016 
 
    WHEN THE LIGHTS GO OUT IN VEGAS By Hot Vegas Nights   
 
    After a hospital stay late last month, reports have surfaced that Dallas Stone, one-half of the Dueling Cellos act at the Mirage, is suffering from an inoperable form of brain cancer. There was a lot of speculation surrounding the decision to put such a popular show on hiatus, but now that facts about Stone’s illness have come to light, his fans are understandably distraught.  
 
    “I’ve seen the show five times,” Allison Long said. “I just can’t imagine a world without Dallas Stone and his talent.” 
 
    The music world agrees. Las Vegas might be a city brimming with talent and charisma, but it will definitely suffer a great loss when the light of Dallas Stone is gone.  
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    The only good thing about waiting for Harlow to come to her senses and finally give chase and fight for me was that I had nothing else to do but focus on winning. And that was definitely something I was good at.  
 
    The first weekend in December marked my debut back on the board and the first race of the Back Country Tour season. So far, everything had gone my way. I’d won all of my heats and made it into the final round. Winning this race would be more than just another notch on my snowboard. It’d be my opportunity to prove to the media, and my fans, that I was back for good. The media had been doubting all along that I’d ever be as good as I once was.  
 
    I was here to prove them wrong. 
 
    I was here to win.  
 
    Second wasn’t good enough. It had never been good enough. 
 
    The wind at the top of the mountain was brutal. I glanced around as I held on to the walls that separated me from the other boarders. Our helmets and goggles were already in place, but I knew what was hidden under all the layers of bright fabric and shiny lenses—Tyler, Javier, Mac, Grant, and Cam. But even more importantly, I knew the way their boards carved, the moves they’d make, and the risks they’d take. They spent their training time studying the mountain and all its curves and dips. I’d spent the last week studying them. I knew their weaknesses and strengths as well as my own. 
 
    The warning for the start of the race was given, and I got into position, my muscles straining as my body poised to be let loose. When the horn sounded, it was like a dam had broken. We exploded out of the gate, scattering waves of snow in our wake. Grant, on my left, threw his weight back against me. In NASCAR, they say rubbing is racing. Grant clearly took that motto to heart and liked to be aggressive right from the start. 
 
    I was ready for him, though, and when his weight slammed into me, I didn’t give an inch. He bounced off the unexpected wall off my body and pitched forward. He spun out on his stomach, getting left behind in a matter of nanoseconds. The first curve in the course came, and the rest of the racers took it high, hoping to gain speed by using the bank of the hill and slingshotting around the bend to avoid the rough, ungroomed snow on the lower edge. Rough snow didn’t bother me. I carved as close as I could on the inside, my back to the trees. I could feel the rough snow vibrating against the board under my feet. I had a clear view of the other boarders as they battled it out on the bank. Two of them, Mac and Cam, crossed the noses of their boards while they fought for space. They both went down, but Cam twisted the spin of his board until he was upright again and angled down the slope as we came out of the turn.  
 
    The course narrowed and soon the space around me was filled with flinging elbows, and the sharp edges of boards. We slammed against each other, ricocheting and slicing across the snow, the edges of the snowboards crashing against one another like a sword fight. Actually, a sword fight suggested that there was chivalry and sophistication, that a certain set of rules were followed. There were no rules in snowboard cross. It was an all-out brawl.  
 
    We came around another curve, and Javier tried to cut in front of me, knocking the front of my board to the side. My weight shifted and for a breathless moment, I felt my heart rise in my throat as my feet came out from under me like a cloth pulled off a table by a magician. My back slammed into the hard snow, and my momentum had me spinning out of control as I continued down the hill. The rest of the racers were a blur of color as they sped by me, but I swung my board around, catching the edge on the snow as I used my plummeting weight to push up to my feet again.  
 
    It had only taken a moment, but in the blink of an eye, I was in last place and staring at the backs of the other five boarders as the distance between us grew.  
 
    But I knew how to chase. I was an expert.  
 
    My mind jumped to Harlow and how badly that chase had ended. 
 
    Shit. Losing focus now was not part of the plan. 
 
    I was here to win. 
 
    The wind bit at my exposed skin as I kept my eyes trained on the figures in front of me, searching for the opening I needed. My board slid against the snow, the weeks of training on my skateboard telling my muscles it was nothing more than a training session. I was calm and determined. I didn’t have to think about what I wanted my body to do, it just knew how to pull more speed out of every angle and curve.  
 
    I took the small series of hills as fast as possible, resisting the urge to get air, letting my leg muscles absorb the height so that I could fly down the course. I was gaining on the others, but I needed more time to catch up. 
 
    Sooner than I expected, the last and biggest hill came into view. Javier and Tyler hit it first, still battling for the lead. The force of the jump tossed them into each other in mid-air. The crowd roared in approval as they wobbled in weightlessness, their arms pinwheeling as they tried to stay upright.  
 
    The rest of the guys hit the jump in quick succession, the air catching under their boards and tossing them high, which caused more screams from the crowd. When I hit the jump, I stayed low and compact, like a bullet. I shot over the edge of the hill in an almost straight line, passing under Cam in the process. 
 
    Ahead of me, Javier managed to land feet first, but Tyler caught his front edge and tumbled ass over head before knocking up and over the boundaries of the course. 
 
    The finish line came into view, and I was right behind Javier. He was exactly who I expected to see in a battle for the finish line, but I didn’t care who it was as long as when we crossed, I was in front. 
 
    I tilted and curved my weight against the snow, gaining on Javier as I stayed in his blind spot. As if sensing someone was behind him, he glanced over his shoulder to find me hot on his tail. He should have known it would take more than a little rubbing to knock me out for good. 
 
    “Stone!” He growled my name like a feral dog protecting a bone. He faced forward again as the finish line loomed closer. 
 
    Suddenly, he veered to the left, trying to cut me off again, but I was ready for him. I leaned hard on my back edge, flicking my lead foot out to the right at the same time. I made a hard turn, grazing over the back of his board. His body jerked wildly as he fought to regain control. I tried to swing around him and into the lead.  
 
    My heart was crashing in my chest, my muscles aching with each flick of my feet. All those weeks working the moves on my skateboard…all those hours spent watching my competition in videos. I’d known what Javier was going to do before he did. He always played dirty. 
 
    “Careful, Stone, or you’ll be in a hospital bed next to Dallas,” Javier barked. 
 
    The sound of my cousin’s name caught me off guard, and when Javier jostled into me and threw his elbow into my ribs, I went down like a folding chair. He crossed the finish line moments before I tumbled across it. 
 
    On my back. 
 
    In second place. 
 
    I watched as Javier kicked his board around to the side, spraying snow in a rooster tail as he came to a stop. He was breathing hard and throwing his hands into the air triumphantly. As the cheers continued and reporters approached him to ask questions, I bent over and unbuckled my board.  
 
    How could I let him get to me like that? And how did he even know about Dallas? All the training in the world did me no good if I lost focus so easily. 
 
    I finished unbuckling, stood up, and looked at the crowd, searching for faces I knew weren’t there. My parents were on a cruise; my sister couldn’t come because her kids had basketball games, and Huck and Cat were at a conference.  
 
    However, the one face I wanted to see—my lucky charm, my Cricket—was the one I missed the most. 
 
    Yes, losing the race sucked, but it would have sucked a whole lot less if she’d been at the finish line. Even when I was mad at her, I still wanted her. 
 
    I missed fighting with her.  
 
    Shit. I missed fighting for her.  
 
    The problem was…I’d come to realize that I couldn’t fight for someone who didn’t want to be won.  
 
    And until the day she wanted to be caught, I was left waiting for her to come fight for me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    31. ROOMIE PROBLEMS 
 
    December 21, 2016 
 
    CHANGES COMING SOON! By Harlow Ransom   
 
    This column is under construction until further notice. Rest assured that big changes are coming. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    If I thought having Couch Cat for a roommate was a pain in the ass, it was only because I’d forgotten what it was like to live with my sisters. Luckily, I was only living with one right now. Marlow. 
 
    She came home with me after I’d made my big confession at Thanksgiving. She said it was because she didn’t want me to be alone after such a traumatic situation. But it had been three and a half weeks since Thanksgiving and since I spent most of my time in class, at work, or doing homework…she was the one who was alone most of the time. When I asked her what she did all day, she laughed and said, “I work.”  
 
    I was pretty sure Marlow and I had different definitions for the word “work” and I was even more certain that she’d never had an actual job in her life. 
 
    As I walked around the apartment picking up dirty clothes, dishes, and trash that weren’t mine, I didn’t find the situation of having her as a roommate even remotely funny. 
 
    I walked over to the couch where she was sprawled out, reading a magazine. I juggled her discarded items around in my arms and tried to remain calm as I got her attention. “Hey.” 
 
    Marlow was reluctant to look up from her article, but when she finally did, she frowned at the items in my arms. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Cleaning up,” I said with a shrug. “Since it appears you’ve forgotten how.” 
 
    She laughed. “Don’t worry about it. The cleaning lady will get it.” 
 
    “Marlow,” I groaned. “This isn’t your father’s mansion. I’m the cleaning lady.” I sighed and adjusted the items to rest against my hips. I didn’t want to argue about the mess with her. We lived completely different lives, and I didn’t hold it against her that she’d forgotten what life had been like before she went to live with her rich, rocker dad. “I’ll be fine here if you want to go home. You don’t have to stick around and keep me company or anything.” 
 
    She gave me a look of hurt. “You don’t want me here?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I hurried to say. “It’s just that I have a lot of things that keep me busy and I’m sure you’re missing…doing…” I trailed off because I had no idea what she was missing out on. I didn’t think Marlow went to school since she never mentioned it. What did Marlow do with her days? 
 
    She didn’t answer and was still wearing the look of hurt, so I said, “By the way, thanks for the money you dropped into my account. It’s really not necessary. I’ve got my bills pretty much covered. And besides, it was excessive.” 
 
    Her look of hurt turned into one of confusion. “Money? I haven’t been putting money in your account. Were you expecting me to?” Her hand went up to her mouth, and she looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even think about that. I just figured…I thought I was helping you out by being here. I didn’t even think to give you money for bills or anything.” 
 
    I looked around the apartment, which was so disorganized and messy from Marlow’s carelessness, I hardly recognized it. “You know I love you, Marlow, but I’m having a hard time figuring out how you’re helping. I’m doing your laundry, cooking for you, cleaning up after you…” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I fed the cat and cleaned the litter box today.” 
 
    I leveled an amused gaze at her. “No, you didn’t. Flex fed Couch Cat and cleaned the litter box before he took her.” I’d finally found a new home for my cat. Apparently, Flex’s girlfriend wanted a pet and was willing to give mine a new home. Couch Cat left today while I was in class. To be honest, I wasn’t sad to see her go and I think she was happy to have a new victim to torture. 
 
    Marlow crossed her arms and lifted her chin so she could look down the length of her nose at me. “Well, I watched Flex feed the cat, and then I groped him while he cleaned up the cat shit, so that’s almost the same thing.” 
 
    My eyes went wide in horror. “You groped Flex?” He was like my brother. The thought of my sister groping him was flat out disgusting. 
 
    She lifted her hands in surrender. “Just a little ‘how do you do’ on the ass. No nudity involved. No big deal. Although to be honest, I didn’t know guys with his coloring could blush so hard.” 
 
    I shook my head and tried to stifle my laugh. “Marlow. You can’t go groping my friends. And I’m still wondering why you even want to be here. This can’t be as exciting as LA. I’m not even sure what you do here all day aside from lay around waiting for me to entertain you or take care of you.” 
 
    A slow smile crept across her lips, and she tossed aside her magazine, giving me a look of superiority as she kicked her legs over the edge of the couch and sat up straight. “I’m here to help you get your man back.” 
 
    I blinked at her in surprise. “That’s not on the agenda.” 
 
    Her hands went to her hips. “It should be. You promised your dad you’d talk to Trace about what happened and you still haven’t. Why not?” 
 
    “I will, I’m just…” 
 
    “Scared,” she finished for me. “Your future had a speed bump. The unexpected happened. Love is scary. So what? Why don’t you just talk to him about what happened and then tell him you love him?” 
 
    Tell Trace that I loved him? “I don’t…” 
 
    “Yes, you do! You’ve been moping around this apartment for three weeks. Don’t think I don’t know why,” she said, pointing at me. “I might not be good at much, but I’m an expert at love and relationships.” 
 
    My mouth twisted into a half grin. “Marlow, you’ve never had a boyfriend for longer than two weeks. Two weeks does not make you an expert.” 
 
    “That’s by choice.” She stepped forward and jabbed her finger in my shoulder. “I’m talking about being an expert with other people’s relationships. You and Trace. This is what I do. How do you think I became the Love Lady of LA?”  
 
    I gave her a look of disbelief, wondering if she really wanted an answer. “By sleeping with half of the city?” I ventured.  
 
    She slapped my arm. 
 
    “Hey!” I whined, rubbing the spot where she’d hit me. “You’re not supposed to hit the hired help,” I joked. 
 
    “And you’re not supposed to insinuate that your sister is a slut!” she snapped back. 
 
    It was my turn to jab her in the shoulder. “Well. I seem to remember you calling me a skank the day after my birthday.” 
 
    She grunted and shook her head, batting my finger away. “Love Lady of LA?” she asked again. “You really don’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    She sighed. “Do you honestly think I just sit around all day doing nothing? I’m a matchmaker, Harlow. I set lonely rich people up on eligible dates. As a job,” she clarified. “I get paid for it.” She looked at me in question again, and when I continued to stare back blankly at her, she sighed and threw her hands up in the air. “Seriously? I’ve been doing it for three years.” She gestured to her laptop. “I just signed a deal for a reality show with EW. Did you really not know this?” 
 
    I shook my head slowly, my mouth hanging open in surprise for a few seconds. “You set people up on dates? Does Willow know?” 
 
    “Yes.” Marlow’s hands went back to her hips, and she looked down her nose at me, which was quite a feat since she was shorter than I was. “If you got your head out of your ass more often you would have known too. Maybe this speed bump was exactly what you needed to see that life is more than just a few plans you have for yourself.” 
 
    The whole conversation had started out with me griping over Marlow’s laziness, but turned into shame when I realized that she was right. I’d been so self-centered worrying about my career and my future, that I’d allowed myself to miss out on the rest of the things that turned a lackluster life into a full and happy one—romance, family, friends.  
 
    My face must have revealed more than I intended because Marlow reached out and put her hands on my shoulders. “It’s time for you to stop trying to do this life all on your own.” She held my gaze. “You need to tell him how you feel about him.” 
 
    I swallowed, trying to hold back the thickness in my throat that made me want to cry. “But he’s got a successful career. He’s got the tour season coming up with X-Games this winter. He has a legitimate shot at the Olympics. What if he doesn’t want this?” I patted my chest. “What if he doesn’t love me back?” My heart skipped at the question. It was the first time I’d admitted to myself that what I felt for Trace was more than just a passing infatuation. But why should that surprise me? Loving my mother was what caused the biggest heartache of my life. Trace represented everything that could destroy me. Of course I’d try to run away from the thing that could hurt me most. 
 
    “You have to give him the chance to know how you feel. And it’s not fair to push him away by letting him think you had an abortion.” 
 
    I looked away and bit the inside of my lip at that. If appletinis were Willow’s weakness, apparently tequila shots were mine. It hadn’t taken long for Marlow to get the truth out of me about why Trace and I were no longer together. 
 
    “He deserves the truth.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And if he can’t handle it, you at least have me as backup.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I think it’s too late, Marlow. I’ve done something really awful.” 
 
     She lifted her eyebrows like she doubted I could do anything truly terrible. 
 
    “When we were in Vegas,” I said, squeezing my fists into the laundry, “Trace and I got married at one of those wedding chapels.” 
 
    She gave me a strange look. “So you got married in Vegas. No biggie. I think I even did it once.” Marlow shrugged the confession off as if I told her I’d gotten drunk and flashed my tits for a set of Mardi Gras beads. “I fail to see how a drunken wedding is a bigger concern to you than the fact that you made a human being together and let him think you ended it with an abortion without even talking to him about it.” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip and looked down at my bare feet. “It’s not the marriage that’s the problem. I mean, not anymore. After our fight, I hired a lawyer to draw up annulment papers. I left them for Trace when I went home for Thanksgiving.” I cleared my throat and lifted my gaze to meet hers. “He signed them and sent them back to me already. I think he’s finally given up on me.”  
 
    “Did you file them?” Marlow asked, a look of worry settling around her eyes. 
 
    I shook my head. Once I had them back, I realized I couldn’t go through with filing them. 
 
    She let out a relieved breath. “Well, then you still have a chance. Take the papers back to him and tell him you changed your mind.” 
 
    “What if he says he hasn’t?” 
 
    She grinned. “Then you get down on your knees and beg. How can he refuse when he knows there’s a chance for an apology blowie?” 
 
    “Marlow!” I threw her clothes in her face, dirty underwear and all. 
 
    She put her arms up in defense and tossed her head back, laughing. “Don’t act like you weren’t thinking the same thing when I said get down on your knees.” 
 
    Damn it. I hated it when she was right. 
 
    She pulled me into a hug and I let her, loving the fact that she was on my side no matter how many stupid mistakes I made. “Are you going to make me pay back the money you’ve been putting into my account?” I mumbled against her shoulder. “Because even though I said I didn’t need it, I could really use it. Dad’s being pretty cool about all of this, but I need to take responsibility for my actions and pay off my medical bills.” 
 
    Marlow pulled back and looked at me. “If you have bills, I can write a check for you. But I told you before, I didn’t put the money in there.” She patted me on the head like I was twelve instead of twenty-one. 
 
    “If you didn’t, who did?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Someone who loves you. Shouldn’t be too hard to figure out.” She grinned wickedly and ruffled my hair. “It’s a pretty short list.” I was about to make a biting reply, but she added, “But only because you keep it that way. If you opened yourself up to Trace, you’d find out you make a pretty good wife.” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know about that. I’ve done a shitty job so far. I thought I was going to be a great journalist, and look how that’s turning out.” My grades had slipped, and I still didn’t have an internship. The only thing I’d done right recently was get my Diamondback articles in on time. 
 
    “You don’t have to choose between being a journalist or a girl with a love life. Nobody said you had to be one or the other,” she said, tugging my hair. “Look at me. I’m the Love Lady of LA, and an awesome big sister.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to mention pervert.” I grinned. “Poor Flex will probably never get over being groped in my kitchen.” 
 
    She sighed. “Such a nice ass, too. It’s too bad he’s taken.” She turned and walked to the couch, falling back into the pillows, and pulling the computer onto her lap. 
 
    “So…you’re staying?” I asked. Even though I was still irritated about cleaning up after her, it was nice having her around. I hadn’t realized how much I needed a girlfriend. I’d been working so hard at isolating myself over the years in the hopes of the perfect career, that I hadn’t made any friends other than Flex. I hadn’t allowed myself to love. 
 
    Marlow looked up from her computer. “I’m staying until you get your act together. I’m not leaving until you’ve groveled enough that you’ve won back your man.” 
 
    I twisted my fingers together. “What if that doesn’t happen?” 
 
    She picked up her bottle of water, took a long drink to empty it, and then tossed it to the floor. “Then I guess you’ll make a fine maid.” 
 
    Groveling it was then. 
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    32. NEW YEAR, NEW LIST 
 
    December 31, 2016 
 
    TRACE STONE IS IN ATTENDANCE By HotVegasNights.com   
 
    Trace Stone, the American snowboard cross athlete who suffered a massive injury in the 2016 X-Games, is in town to celebrate the New Year. Stone, who competed in his first post-surgery race earlier this month, is expected to make an appearance at the final performance of the Dueling Cellos tonight. It’s also been rumored that while in town for the holiday, he will be attending his brother’s wedding, although details about the location have been kept secret. If you happen to come across a wedding chapel while visiting, peek inside. You just might get a glimpse at the X-Games favorite in a tux and score yourself an autograph. 
 
    ========================= 
 
      
 
    The last time I’d been in this bar, I was with Seth and Jamie after a day at ShredCon. It was the night that I’d met Harlow.  
 
    Best. Fucking. Night. Of. My. Life. 
 
    This time I was with my cousins Dallas, Austin, and Abby. The place was packed with New Year’s Eve revelers. We’d just come from the finale of Dueling Cellos and were waiting for Huck and Cat to show up. My mom was busy being a tornado of irritation back at the Bellagio, interrogating anyone who would listen about details of the wedding the next day. So we’d escaped to the next hotel over to celebrate where she couldn’t find us. 
 
    Cat had suggested that I invite Harlow to the wedding, but I hadn’t bothered. If we were going to have any sort of future together, Harlow needed to make the next move. I thought that sending the annulment papers back might provoke her into talking to me, but there had been complete radio silence since. The silence wasn’t actually a bad sign, though. If she had decided to file the annulment, I would have heard back from her since I signed every fucking page Farmboy Wesley instead of Tracey Lawrence Stone. Thanks to my signature graffiti, the annulment was bogus, and the moment she tried to file the papers, she’d have to come back to me to get it redone. 
 
    Her silence meant there was still a chance for her to make the big gesture and apologize. 
 
    I wasn’t going to worry about that now, however. Tonight was all about celebrating the final show of Dueling Cellos and the upcoming marriage of my brother. If he ever showed up. 
 
    “Where is that jackass?” Dallas asked, sipping on his Shirley Temple. The bartender had given him a funny look when he ordered it, but because of all the medications Dallas took to control his pain, alcohol was a luxury he was no longer able to enjoy. 
 
    I spun my drink on the table, watching as the liquid sloshed up the sides. “Have you seen his fiancée? There’s no such thing as rushing Cat along or making her—” Before I could finish the thought, Cat collapsed into the chair across from me, her hair a riot of red braids and curls. I looked at my brother who sat down next to her. “What took so long?” I asked. 
 
    He cast a worried glance at Cat. and then mouthed, “Mom.” He shook his head with the silent order to let the subject die. 
 
    “Trace,” Cat said, oblivious to my question. “This is Piper DeNazzi, my friend from home.”  
 
    I looked up to acknowledge the girl she was gesturing to. Piper’s black hair was streaked with turquoise and twisted into one of those messy hairdos that girls liked to wear. As it was intended, the style made her look sexy and unapproachable. Piper gave me a friendly grin and pointed at me. “I know you,” she said, narrowing her eyes as if trying to place me. “Trace Stone. Snowboard cross, right?” 
 
    I nodded. I knew who she was too. Piper was a professional skateboarder, a queen of the Summer X-Games and one of Cat’s childhood friends. I stuck out my hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Piper shook it and then tilted her head toward the crowd behind us. “I’m going to get something from the bar. Anyone want anything?” Everyone gave her their orders, and she left, weaving through the crowd like she was in a skate bowl. 
 
    Cat leaned across the table and nodded her head in the direction Piper had gone. “She’s nice, right?” 
 
    I frowned and took a sip of my drink. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Good.” Cat smirked. “Because she’s your date to the wedding.” 
 
    “Cat—” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault you didn’t do your job and get your own date. You’re lucky I found someone for you to dance with at the reception. Because let me tell you, if you show up alone, Jay will take that as an invitation.” 
 
    “He gets handsy when he drinks,” Huck added. “Trust me.” 
 
    I frowned. “I thought he was dating Denton.” 
 
    “He is,” Cat said. “But Denton couldn’t make it.” 
 
    I set my drink down and twirled it around again. “Cat, I’m really not in the mood to have a date. You know about Harlow.” 
 
    Cat reached up and tucked one of the small braids behind her ear. “Yeah, I know, but you haven’t talked to her in over a month, and she hasn’t contacted you either. Life is too short to go to a wedding without a dance partner.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then said, “Look. Piper seems nice and all. But I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Thank God.” Piper set a handful of glasses on the table loudly and looked at me. “Because I’d hate to have to break your heart. I’m not interested either. You don’t have the right hardware, my friend.” Her eyes dropped to my lap. I was well on my way to being offended when a slender pair of arms looped around Piper’s shoulders followed by the face of a pretty girl who kissed her on the lips.  
 
    “You two are such spoilsports,” Cat said, crossing her arms. “You could have at least let me toy around with him a little before you started sucking face.” Cat turned to look at me, and jerked her thumb at Piper. “Just kidding about the date thing. Piper brought her own.” 
 
    I looked around the table to find my cousins and brother all grinning along at Cat’s joke.  
 
    “You should have seen your face when she rejected you,” Dallas said. “It was like she took away your cookie…which in a way…”  
 
    Everyone laughed again, and I grinned too, happy that even though this marked the end of Dallas and Austin’s show and it was bittersweet, we could have this time together. And we could celebrate Cat and Huck. 
 
    For the next hour we drank, we danced, and joked. Twenty minutes before midnight, however, I found myself slipping out and looking for the nearest exit. There was only one person I wanted to ring in the new year with and she was thousands of miles away. I crossed the street, and pushed through the crowds to the lake in front of the Bellagio trying to get there in time for the last fountain show. By the time I finally reached the railing, the lights were already out, the fountains were silent, and everyone was getting ready for the countdown to the fireworks. 
 
    I turned my back to the crowd and leaned on the railing, staring out across the dark, shiny surface. Memories from the summer played on a loop in my brain. It didn’t matter how drunk I’d gotten that night last summer, I still remembered every single moment with Harlow. 
 
    “Will you marry me?” 
 
    That’s what I’d asked her. At the time it had been a joke, but even then I think I’d known that there was a shred of truth in the question. I could tell she was the kind of girl you walked down the aisle, not just the hallway to your hotel room. 
 
    “Will you marry me?”  
 
    The thought echoed through my mind again, only this time in Harlow’s voice.  
 
    Fuck. I wasn’t just remembering that night anymore. I was hallucinating. I dropped my head onto my fists, the alcohol I’d had at the bar making my head swim. 
 
    A hand touched my elbow. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I lifted my head to see who was standing next to me. For a moment, I thought my mind was playing tricks on me because all I could see was Harlow. I straightened up and turned to face her, shocked into silence by her question and the fact that I was seeing her again for the first time in almost two months.  
 
    “Will you marry me?” she asked again, a look of uncertainty on her face. 
 
    She was here. She’d come back. 
 
    And she was using my pick-up line. 
 
    I tried to remember our exchange from that night. “You’re cute,” I said, looking her up and down. “But I don’t even know you.” I let my eyes linger on her stomach for a moment, and when I lifted my gaze back to hers, I could see the apology in her eyes. 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to change that,” she whispered carefully. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in question. I wanted to grab her and pull her to me, kiss her senseless, and at the same time yell at her for pushing me away. But I did nothing. This was her chance to make things right. And I wasn’t going to let her get out of it without a little effort. 
 
    “When I saw you,” she said hesitantly, as if testing out the words and my reaction, “I was going to ask you to come have a drink with me.” She paused, and I gave her a half grin in encouragement. “But then I thought there was no way you could say no to a drink once you felt guilty for turning down my marriage proposal.” 
 
    “Is that what you figured?” I countered, echoing her words from last summer, itching to touch her but doing my best to play along. 
 
    “That’s what I proposed,” she said, letting the words hang between us heavily. 
 
    I stared at her and then said, “To be honest, I’m not much of the marrying kind.” 
 
    Her hopeful expression fell, like dominoes tumbling across the floor. 
 
    “You see,” I said, grabbing her hand when her body started to lean away, “I’m already married.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up with relief, and she squeezed my hand as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.  
 
    “So, is that a yes to the drink?” she asked carefully. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m really tired. I was heading up to bed.” I ran my thumb along the inside of her palm. She shivered in response. 
 
    “Bed?” she asked, her voice going velvet. “I can work with that.”  
 
    So could I. I pulled her to me and leaned down to kiss her, but she turned her face away. 
 
    “Wait. Let me apologize first,” she said.  
 
    I ran my thumb along her cheek. “I don’t care about the apology. I don’t need the words. You’re here. You chased me down. You’re willing to fight for me. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    She cleared her throat, and when she looked up at me, her eyelashes were wet with tears. “But you need to know. I didn’t end the pregnancy. I miscarried. I would never—” 
 
    “I know. Flex told me.” I reached up to slide my fingers around the back of her neck, my fingers burying into her hair. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked, her voice small. “Why did you let me push you away?” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed along her hairline, pressing the words against her skin. “I realized I couldn’t make you be with me. You had to want to be with me.” 
 
    Her breath caught as my lips reached the spot below her ear. “It scared me how much I wanted to be with you,” she admitted. 
 
    I continued to leave a trail of kisses along her jaw, slowly making my way to her lips.  
 
    “I’m terrified by how much I love you,” she said quietly. 
 
    I paused and then pulled away to look at her. “You love me?” 
 
    The edges of her mouth lifted into an unsure smile. “It’s the only thing I’m truly sure of anymore.” 
 
    My hands framed her face, pulling her closer until our lips touched. “Tell me again.” 
 
    “I love you,” she said, her lips kissing the words onto mine. “I love you.” 
 
    She started to say it again, but my mouth was on hers, demanding—starving from all the weeks we’d missed together. When the sound of thousands of people counting down echoed around us, we pulled back and looked at each other, our hands still roaming and remembering. 
 
    “I made a list for the new year,” she said, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth again as if she had to hold in her happiness. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Yeah? I want to see that.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded square of paper. I held out my hand, and she placed it in my palm. I opened it up and even over the sound of people counting down around us, I could hear the nervous intake of her breath. As I opened the square, I could feel how well-worn the paper was, as it had been unfolded and folded over and over again. I couldn’t hold back my grin as I looked down at the familiar handwriting I knew so well. The first item was crossed off.  
 
      
 
    1. Fall in love with Trace 
 
    2. Apologize to Trace 
 
    3. Tell Trace you love him 
 
    4. Ask Trace to marry you 
 
    5. Go on a honeymoon  
 
    6. Live happily ever after  
 
      
 
    I folded the paper back up and slipped it into my back pocket. No way was she ever getting it back. It was mine now. Just like her heart. 
 
    “Looks like you were missing some of your regular to-do items,” I teased. 
 
    She rocked on the balls of her feet, her nervousness adorable. “These are the only things that matter right now.” 
 
    I reached for her hand to pull her closer and when I felt something hard under my finger, I lifted our hands to find that she was wearing her wedding band. “You kept it,” I said, surprised. I thought for sure she’d gotten rid of it months ago. 
 
    She swallowed and then licked her lips before speaking. “Deep down, my heart knew what my head wouldn’t admit.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “That I’d want to spend the rest of my life with you. That I’d come back for my husband.” 
 
    Around us, thousands of voices joined into one joyous shout of “Ten…nine…eight…seven…” 
 
    “Took you long enough.” I grinned and then lowered my face to hers, our lips meeting as cheers sounded around us and the sky lit up with explosions and brilliant colors. I crushed Harlow to me, her body melding against mine like it had finally found home. I felt the pounding of her heart as we held onto each other. I kissed her slowly and deeply, like we had all the time in the world. 
 
    Because for once we did.  
 
    We had forever. 
 
    We didn’t break apart, and barely took a breath until the fireworks faded into the night on wisps of smoke and the revelers moved on to the next celebration. 
 
    “So, what now?” I asked, peering down at her as people swarmed around us like we were rocks in a stream. Our lips hovered inches apart and all I really wanted to do was kiss her again. I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, marveling at the fact that I was touching her. She was real. She was here, in my arms. I didn’t care how we spent the rest of the night, as long as it was together. 
 
    The smile she gave me was open and sweet. “I figured we could get started on item number six on my list.” 
 
    I grinned and threaded her fingers through mine, running my thumb over the ring on her left hand. “Then I guess we need to get started on item number five first.”  
 
   


  
 


 — HARLOW — 
 
      
 
    A BEAUTIFUL BEGINNING 
 
    I’d been awake all night long—not that I was complaining. 
 
    The sheets had been torn free from the corners, the pillows were tossed across the room, and our clothes were strewn all over the floor. The only thing that was missing was the litter of condom wrappers. I’d learned my lesson and now I had a little card of pills to take care of business. 
 
    And that difference? Sex with Trace with nothing between us? Fucking fantastic. Literally. 
 
    Once again we were in a room at the Bellagio after a night of non-stop orgasms. It was almost exactly like the morning after my birthday, right down to the shiny ring on my finger and the half-naked man asleep next to me. This time, however, the only place I planned to run was straight into that man’s arms. Forever. 
 
    “You’re awake,” Trace grumbled, looking up from his pillow, his eyes still heavy with sleep and his voice thick and sexy. “Ready for more?” 
 
    I reached over and ran my fingers through his hair, allowing my fingertips to skim over his neck, along his jaw, and to his lips. “I’ll always need more with you.” 
 
    His grin was slow and lazy. He kissed my fingers and then his hand snaked around my waist, and he pulled me against him. “You never did tell me how you found me in the middle of Vegas among thousands of people on New Year’s Eve.” His hips rolled into me, and I hooked my leg around his, feeling him harden against me.  
 
    “I called Cat. She told me you were here in Vegas, so I bought a plane ticket. I went to watch the last show at the fountain before coming to find you in the bar where she said you guys were. Instead, you found me.” 
 
    He pressed his lips against mine in a slow kiss, his tongue sliding along the seam of my mouth, teasing me. “A last minute plane ticket to Vegas on New Year’s Eve? That must have been expensive.” 
 
    “You’re worth it,” I whispered. “Besides, some guy with crazy blue hair keeps putting loads of money in my bank account every week.” 
 
    He pulled away to look at me, suddenly alert. “How many blue-haired guys do you know?” 
 
    “Only one that matters,” I said, pulling his face to mine to kiss him again. I rolled him onto his back and then straddled him. “You don’t have to do that. The money I mean. I have a job you know.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just wanted to make sure you could pay the hospital bills. And visit your dad if you wanted. Or just have the ability to take the weekend off and go to New York to fuck your boyfriend if you felt like it.” 
 
    “You mean my husband?” 
 
    “Husband. I like that, Cricket.” He grabbed my waist, and grinned as he rolled his hips up into me. “You didn’t even panic at all when you said that.” 
 
    “That’s because I finally figured out what I wanted in life.” My breath caught as the tip of him slid along the slick center between my legs. 
 
    “And that is?” He groaned as I pressed my weight down on him, circling and grinding along with him. 
 
    “You. I’ll figure everything else out later.” 
 
    He reached up behind my head, pulling me down for a kiss and fisting his hand in my hair. “You have me. All of me.” 
 
    “How come you’re not mad at me? About the way I handled things?” I asked. I’d been an idiot. I’d been too busy looking for a future I thought I wanted to realize I already had an awesome one with Trace. 
 
    “How could I be mad when I finally have what I want? I have my lucky charm, my Cricket.” His hand skimmed up my side, tracing lightly along the edges of my face as he stared at me. “I have you.”  
 
    He pushed his hips up and entered me in one, smooth thrust. Claiming me. Claiming my heart. Our bodies moved together, our hands and fingers leaving imprints of love at every touch, our lips making promises.  
 
    He loved me slow and sweet that morning, the future laid out before us in an amazing array of possibilities and uncertainties. And it didn’t matter whether I knew what I was going to do next week, next month, or even next year. Whatever tomorrow might bring, I had Trace. He had me. 
 
    And together we had a beautiful beginning. 
 
      
 
    1. Fall in love with Trace 
 
    2. Apologize to Trace 
 
    3. Tell Trace you love him 
 
    4. Ask Trace to marry you 
 
    5. Go on a honeymoon  
 
    6. Live happily ever after  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — TRACE — 
 
      
 
    WEDDING BELLS 
 
    I held Harlow’s hand, my finger toying with the ring that was now back on her finger where I’d put it all those months ago. Huck had offered to let us ride with him to the wedding, and I guess as his best man I should have, but I was too greedy. I wanted Harlow all to myself for a little while longer...before I had to share her with the rest of my family. 
 
    “So,” Harlow said hesitantly, leaning back into the seat of the taxi, “how is this going to work? Us, I mean.” She was staring down at her finger where I was playing with her wedding band. 
 
    “I think we work just fine.” I lifted her hand to my mouth to kiss it. 
 
    She rewarded me with a smile before saying, “I mean with you traveling and competing, and me going to school...how do we do this married thing? Do we live together? Do I have to move? Do you? And what about when you’re traveling? Or if I have to for a job? And what about kids...” She swallowed tightly before lifting her eyes to meet mine. “Do you want kids? With me?” 
 
    I laughed, surprised she even had to ask. “Cricket...” I reached up and ran my thumb along her jaw, amazed that she had finally come to fight for me. “I want everything with you. But it doesn’t have to be all at once. We have time to figure this out. We love each other, and we have a promise. That’s all that matters.” I kissed her ring again, and a relieved smile crossed her face as the car pulled up to the Neon Museum. 
 
    My mom and Huck were waiting near the entrance, both dressed in their wedding attire. Huck raised his eyebrows and grinned knowingly when he saw Harlow, but my mother had a harder time hiding her surprise.  
 
    “Harlow, honey!” she cooed. “I didn’t know you were going to be able to make it to the wedding.” She looked happy to see Harlow, but at the same time irritated that she hadn’t been privy to that information ahead of time. My mother hated surprises.  
 
    Harlow shifted nervously against me, and to save her from answering I said, “It was last minute. Huck and Cat asked her to come when they found out she was able to make it.” 
 
    Mom fidgeted with the beaded purse that matched her dress and shot Huck an annoyed look. “I should go talk to the wedding coordinator and let him know we have an additional guest.”  
 
    I grinned to myself. The seating chart was the only thing Huck would allow my mother to handle in the entire wedding, and she’d taken on the assignment as if she were planning the nuclear defense of the entire country. Harlow’s sudden appearance was throwing her carefully laid plans completely out of whack. Mom glanced over her shoulder toward the entrance to the museum, clearly at war with herself. The mom part of her wanted to stay and interrogate us about Harlow’s appearance, but the perfectionist in her wanted to rectify the problem with the seating arrangement. 
 
    “Go ahead, Mom,” Huck said. “Maybe Harlow can go with you, and you can show her where Cat and her friends are.” 
 
    “Yes!” Mom agreed, with a triumphant smile. “That sounds like a great solution.”  
 
    I felt Harlow tense beside me, and we both knew that if she went, she would be facing an interrogation of the worst kind. I couldn’t do that to her. I reached up to put my arm around Harlow’s shoulder, pulling her close. “Sorry, Mom. We haven’t seen each other in a while. I think I’m going to hold on to her a little longer,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, well I...” Her confused expression was quickly replaced with shock. 
 
    “Tracey Lawrence Stone!” my mother snapped. “What is that?” Her arm jolted upward so that she was pointing her beaded purse at Harlow. Specifically, my hand on Harlow where my wedding band was once more displayed. 
 
    “This?” I lifted my hand to inspect the simple band that was a symbol of something so beautifully complicated. “It’s a wedding ring.” 
 
    My mother’s laser beam glare zeroed in on Harlow’s hand, and I could tell it was taking all of Harlow’s willpower not to hide the ring she wore. 
 
    “Wedding bands? You got married? Where? When?” She was like a ticking time bomb, counting down the seconds until the emotional explosion. 
 
    Huck laughed and crossed his arms, clearly happy that my mother’s ire was focused on me now. “Last July. In Vegas. Isn’t that right little brother?”  
 
    I raised my eyebrows in question, wondering how long he’d known. 
 
    He shrugged. “Jay saw the article in Sports Weekly. It wasn’t too hard to figure out who the girl was.” 
 
    “A Vegas wedding? Both of you?” Mom’s voice was almost a screech as she looked between Huck and me. She used her bag to fan herself. 
 
    I shot him a thanks a lot, asshole expression. 
 
    He uncrossed his arms and walked over to Harlow to pull her into a hug. “Welcome to the family.” 
 
    When he released her, Mom was standing there in shock, like we’d told her that Louboutin would no longer be making shoes. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, shaking her head and finally regaining her composure. “Welcome.” She gave Harlow a stiff hug, but at least she wasn’t freaking out like she had at the crab feast. I wondered if it would happen later, after the wedding. 
 
    “Oh,” Huck said, lifting a finger as if he’d just remembered something. He turned to my mom. “You’re going to need to tell the wedding coordinator to add ten more seats. One for Harlow,” he gestured to my girl, “and the rest for her family and friends. We have two weddings to celebrate.” 
 
    “Ten seats?” My mother got an agitated look on her face at the idea of ten additional guests. She clutched the handbag so hard some of the beads scattered to the ground. “I’ll be right back.” She hurried off in a whirl of expensive perfume and panic. 
 
    Once she was gone, Huck’s smile finally turned into one of relief. “That should keep her busy and off our backs for a while. Come on, the photographer’s waiting to take some photos of the wedding party.” 
 
    “Is my family really coming?” Harlow asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Of course,” Huck said. “We can’t celebrate without everyone here.” He turned and walked ahead, in search of his bride. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Harlow asked in a whisper. 
 
    I shook my head, worried. “I know this wasn’t exactly on your list. Are you okay with your family being here? With everyone knowing?” 
 
    She reached up to grab my face and pulled me into a fierce kiss before reluctantly pulling back to look at me. “I’m beginning to realize that some of the best things in life are things I never planned for.” 
 
    I locked my gaze on her green eyes, knowing for the first time that the chase was finally over. Harlow was mine. “That sounds like something I’d say.” I smiled in the cocky way that always made her roll her eyes. 
 
    She stood on her tiptoes and kissed the edge of my smile, then the other side, before pressing a final one on my lips. “You did. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. Today, forever, and always.”  
 
    I pulled her into a kiss and mentally scratched the last item off her list.  
 
      
 
    6. Live happily ever after  
 
      
 
    With Harlow in my arms, happily ever after was a given. 
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    (subject to change) 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 — FRANKIE — 
 
      
 
    1. BLACK SHEEP 
 
    We weren’t in the mob. Not officially. But you’d never know it from our names—Jimmy, Tommy, Pauly, Frankie. We were like some B-list mobster movie that no one had ever heard of before. And with a last name like DiGorgio and an absentee dad, we were not only the black sheep of our family, but we were pretty much destined to be blamed for everything that went wrong in our town. Although to be fair, we were also often responsible for most of the trouble.  
 
    Most of it. The rest was my dad’s fault. 
 
    My dad…Jimmy DiGorgio Sr.. He was a good guy. A good guy who just happened to do illegal things. Things that led to weekly visits with him while separated by a pane of glass. Things that led to him wearing an orange jumpsuit with a number, instead of his name, printed on the back. Yup. My dad was a regular resident at the local prison. 
 
    He’d never killed anyone, at least I didn’t think he had, but society didn’t look too kindly on someone who repeatedly took things that didn’t belong to them. Especially when that person looked so damn respectable while robbing you blind. You’d think after the second or third time getting caught, my dad would have learned his lesson, but no. He’d get released with just enough time to knock my mom up again before his addiction took over and he was handcuffed in the back of a police cruiser again.  
 
    Repeat offender. And impregnator. 
 
    My grandmother had always asked my mom what she saw in my dad and my mom would smile and say, “charm.”  
 
    And that’s when I learned that being charming didn’t necessarily mean the same thing as the Prince Charming in the Cinderella stories. Don’t get me wrong. My dad could charm the pants off anyone, which come to think of it was probably how he and my mom got together in the first place. But it was that same charm that gave him the impression that he had the license to take whatever he wanted, no matter who it belonged to. He was like a real life H.I. McDunnough from Raising Arizona, but instead of holding up convenience stores, my dad was addicted to taking from the “Haves” because in his opinion, we were the “Have Nots.” He’d talk his way into a company and while he was earning himself the title of employee of the month and climbing the ladder of success, he had his hands deep in the company till, taking them for all they were worth.  
 
    Computer fraud. He could bewitch a security system as easily as he could a person. And he never played the exact same game twice. His name and M.O. changed as often has his prisoner number. He was too smart and charming for his own good. For anyone’s good really.  
 
    That’s why I never bothered with being charming. I couldn’t allow myself to become my dad no matter how much I loved the idiot. Frankie DiGiorgio might have been a daddy’s girl, but I was nothing like my father. I was unapologetically and offensively honest, offensive being the operative word. I wasn’t out to make friends or win people over. What you saw was what you got. I didn’t regret who I was, but I did have regrets. And coming back to my hometown was bringing them into stark clarity. 
 
    I stood at the bottom of the steps, my hand on the wooden rail, as I looked up at the house that had been my home for most of my life. The paint was peeling off the porch railing, the roof needed replacing, and everything had a look of general abandonment. That’s why I was here. An entire summer to get the house back in living condition. My mom was counting on me. 
 
    I sighed, finally admitting that I had probably bitten off more than I could chew. And then I grinned to myself because how very typically Frankie of me to do so. No one would be surprised. Determined not to choke on my ambition within the first ten minutes, I started up the stairs. As soon as I put weight on the first step, the board snapped in two and my foot plunged through the broken wood. 
 
    “God dammit!” I swore as I caught the railing and just barely avoided snapping my leg in two. I tried to dislodge my foot without ripping the skin off my ankle and managed to tear one of the balusters off the railing in the process. Well then. I guess I could add a few more things to the To-Do list.  
 
    After freeing myself, I sat down on the worn wood and tried to wipe away the cobwebs and bug carcasses that clung to my Converses. I let out a sigh and gazed around. Even though I knew it looked worse than it was, the place appeared as if it was a few nails shy of falling down into a heap of rubble and that thought made me sad. The house was old, but back when my grandmother was alive, this place was cozy. It was home.  
 
    I leaned back on my hands and my fingertips found the old carving at the top of the steps before my eyes did.  
 
    FRANKIE RULES 
 
    I made Austin carve that there after he lost a bet to me. Of course, I didn’t think about the repercussions of defiling the infamous porch my grandfather had built by hand. When she found out about it, my grandmother made me mow the lawn the rest of the summer as punishment—a punishment my brothers never let me forget. But hell if it wasn’t worth it. FRANKIE RULES was forever ingrained on this house and it was there for everyone to see before they entered the house. Even though she was irritated, my grandmother never made me sand it out and I think in a way she liked my fearlessness and was proud to let those words live on. With a dad like mine, she knew that my confidence was the one suit of armor I needed against the rumors and looks of disdain that I often faced. The kids at school were rarely kind, but then again, neither was I. 
 
    I traced the letters and felt a bittersweet smile wrestle across my mouth. Oh how Austin had bitched and moaned as I made him scratch out each letter with Tommy’s pocket knife. Austin was the voice of reason in our friendship, the one who avoided trouble, and yet he honored the bet and risked his ass to please me. He was one of the few people who could. 
 
    An unexpected sound echoed across the lawn. I blinked myself out of my memories and lifted my gaze just in time to see the curtain fall back in place over one of the windows of the house next door—Austin’s old house.  
 
    Wait. Someone was there?  
 
    My stomach flipped and not in a good way. I’m not sure why that idea would surprise me. After the Stones left for Vegas, the house had been empty. They hadn’t even rented it out. At least that’s what I’d heard. But it had been years. Maybe they’d finally gotten renters. 
 
    Or worse…sold it. 
 
    I pushed up from the porch, brushing the dirt off the back of my pants, and slowly wandered to the edge of the yard as I craned my neck toward the front of his old house. The big decorative pots on either side of the door had fresh flowers and there was a car parked in the driveway that I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    I glanced again to the window, but didn’t see anyone. The Stone house looked just as perfect and pristine as it always did. Even when it was empty, it never looked abandoned. But then again, even when it was lived in, you couldn’t tell. Maybe it was the fancy gardening and magazine-worthy appearance that gave it the look of life…whereas our house looked alive because it was always full of people coming and going. It’s possible that our house had always been rundown and I never noticed when I lived here because it was decorated with the people I loved. 
 
    The thought flashed in my mind that I should at least go over and introduce myself to the new neighbor, but then I discarded that idea as quickly as it came. I was only here for the summer and there was no point in opening up new wounds by seeing a stranger taking over Austin’s past…my past. That would be more than I could handle. It would be the final nail in the coffin of my childhood crush. Even though I promised myself I’d never be like my dad, this was the one deception I would allow myself. Deep down I knew Austin was gone for good, that he was never truly meant to be mine, but as long as that house was empty I had allowed myself the fantasy that he might one day come home. That he might come looking for me. 
 
    Nope. I wasn’t going to go over only to make myself upset for no reason. I was going to fix up my grandmother’s house, I was going to sell it, and my brothers and I would finally be able to get our mom the care she deserved. 
 
    I turned back toward my own place and told myself all the lies I needed to hear to put one foot in front of the other and not look back.  
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