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			Prologue

			Sitting on her queen-sized bed with her back against the plush pillows, Reign Price held her pink and gold ballpoint pen to her spiral notebook. The soft bedroom light illuminated the empty lines as she gathered her thoughts. Within a moment, she began to write: 

			How many times can you say the words “I’m fine” before you believe them as truth? 

			Hell, I’ve asked myself this question more times than I can count, yet I still don’t have the answer.

			The cell phone vibrating on her nightstand stalled her hand. She grabbed it. Clicking the message icon, she read the text. 

			Sure.

			Reign narrowed her eyes at the cold, short reply. Glancing at the eleven o’clock time flashing on the bedside clock, she scoffed. She’d waited nearly three hours for her boyfriend’s reply to her ‘Hey babe, are we still on for tomorrow?’ text. The call she had made to him before that, went unanswered.

			“Thanks for taking your sweet fuckin’ time answering me,” she muttered. Gritting her teeth, she typed out a response. 

			Okay, see you then. Love you, goodnight.

			After hitting send, she waited a moment for a response. When one didn’t come through, Reign shook her head. “That’s fine,” she huffed, tossing it back on the dresser with frustration. Missing the dresser completely, the sleek black phone tumbled to the carpeted floor. She eyed the fallen object with deadpan eyes for a long moment before pinching the bridge of her nose, sighing heavily. 

			Returning her focus to her book, her hand began to glide across the paper once again:

			Today, I felt like crying.

			Yesterday, I became so frustrated that I wanted to throw something.

			Yet when posed with the question, “How are you?” the only answer that I could give was… “I’m fine.”

			Telling that lie, while holding my true feelings inside, is a habit that I can’t seem to shake. 

			But then again, why would I want to shake it? It works for me. 

			And what is the point of sharing your feelings if it doesn’t change anything? 

			Telling someone that I’m feeling sad, won’t make me any less sad. So, why even bother? 

			Even when I do try, things don’t change. So again, why even bother?

			As the neatly penned words filled the page, Reign felt her frustrations come to a head with the sting of tears behind her eyes. Hand still resting on the paper, Reign squeezed them shut, forcing the tears to a halt. “Stop it,” she hissed. “Don’t let it get to you.” Taking another deep, long breath, she opened her eyes. Her tears were gone; her writing resumed.

			Despite my logic, I often wonder if this way of handling things is crazy. Is trying to convince myself that I’m okay all the time—that I’m happy—crazy?

			I guess the better question would be, is it even possible to be completely happy? Can one be content in every aspect of their life—love life, family, friendships, career—is true happiness even attainable? 

			I don’t have the answer to that question either. Even if I did, I’m not sure I’d really want to know for fear of being disappointed…Another feeling that’s not foreign to me, and yet another feeling that I hide. 

			Setting the pen down, Reign held the book to her face, reading the words that she’d just poured out—her latest journal entry. At thirty-two years old, Reign had written more journal entries than she could possibly count; not that she’d ever tried. 

			She used them to release whatever was pent up inside of her. The things she couldn’t bring herself to speak out loud: her thoughts, her hopes, her dreams, her desires. In those moments, her pen became her voice, her notebook a listening ear. Journaling was Reign’s solace, her outlet. After every completed entry, she felt lighter—or at least she could convince herself that she had. This evening’s writing session was no different. 

			Eyes heavy, Reign exhaled deeply. Closing her notebook, she placed it and the pen in the drawer of her nightstand, before turning off her bedside lamp.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Reign jotted line after line into her notebook, pausing only to adjust the rose gold watch on her slender wrist. Shaking her wrist to maneuver the slim time piece back into place, she noticed the time. “Damn it, it’s after eight.” 

			She’d zoned out while writing and lost track. 

			If there was one thing that Reign despised more than time getting away from her, it was having to stop writing in the middle of a thought.

			Rubbing her eye with her hand, she stifled a yawn. I definitely should’ve gone to bed earlier, she thought. Work, paired with her late-night journaling session, had her exhausted.

			Stretching her neck from side to side, she paused short of capping her pen to glance out her kitchen window, taking in the early morning backdrop—what she could see of it anyway. The complex next to her apartment blocked most of her view of the Arizona mountains. 

			Turning away, Reign reached out to close her notebook, but a beep from her cell interrupted her. Grabbing the phone from the table, she tapped the message icon to open it.

			I’m on my way to you. Left my earrings at home, can I borrow a pair of yours?

			Reign scrunched her face. “Seriously?” She set the phone back down. “At least say good morning first.” Rolling her light brown eyes, she reached for a piece of apricot jam covered toast. As she did, her elbow bumped against her mug of coffee, knocking it over.

			She bolted from her seat as the warm liquid splashed across the kitchen table, her open notebook, and her clothes. “Shit!”

			“What happened? Are you okay?” A panicked voice asked, barreling through the kitchen door. 

			Reign glanced over, annoyance clear on her face. “I’m fine Mom, I just spilled coffee all over myself.”

			Approaching the counter, Vivian Price shook her head, grabbing the roll of paper towels from the holder. “You know, you could’ve reacted to that accident without using profanity,” she said. “You know how I feel about that.”

			Reign rolled her eyes again. “While it wasn’t my intention for you to hear my profane outburst, surely you should know that I curse by now,” she ground out. “And trust me, what I just said is nothing compared to other words that I’ve used.”

			Walking to the table with one eyebrow raised, Vivian shot her daughter a challenging look. “Such as?”

			“Funny, understanding, caring, and kind,” Reign quickly answered, tucking some of her bust length curled, dark brown hair behind her ears.

			Her mother was perplexed for only a moment before realization set in; she let out a quick gasp, then pointed a warning finger. “Watch it, smart mouth.”

			Reign chuckled.

			Vivian couldn’t help but chuckle herself. Her daughter had always been smart—book and mouth wise. Tearing several sheets of paper towels from the roll, she began wiping the spilled coffee from the table. Reign placed a gentle hand onto hers, stopping her. 

			“It’s okay, I’ll clean it.” Tearing sheets from the roll, a small sigh escaped Reign’s glossed lips. “I’m so tired of this tiny table. I barely have room to do anything but eat. I’m always knocking stuff over,” she complained, cleaning the mess. 

			Despite her daughter’s protests, Vivian grabbed a dishrag to assist. “Well, hopefully you’ll get a bigger one once you find your house.”

			“Yeah well, a house can’t come fast enough. I outgrew this one-bedroom apartment like three years ago.”

			“I hear you baby,” Vivian soothed. “I feel a little bad that I stayed over here last night.”

			Reign looked at her mother; her brow furrowed slightly. “Why?”

			“Because you gave me your room.” She picked up Reign’s phone, handing it to her. “I told you, I would’ve been fine on the couch.”

			“Mom, you’re sixty, you would not have been fine on the couch.” Reign retrieved her coffee-stained notebook from the table. “I had no problem sleeping on it. I preferred for you to stay anyway. It was too late for you to drive home.” 

			Reign often had visits from her mother, but rarely did they turn into an overnight stay. 

			“Dear, we only live in Scottsdale,” Vivian pointed out, amused. “It’s twenty minutes away.”

			Reign cut her eye. “Still.” She held up her book, examining the damage.

			Vivian watched with sympathetic eyes. “Messed it up pretty badly, huh?”

			Reign sighed. “It’s fine. Not like anybody is ever going to read anything written in here anyway.” She wiped as much coffee as she could from the sheets, then touched the wet fabric of her dress. “Ugh, I have to go change.”

			“Well, if it makes you feel any better, you can’t even see the coffee stain on your clothes.” Vivian gestured to her outfit. “All that black you have on.”

			Reign peered down at her black short-sleeved knee length, fitted dress. “Ah yes, mornings with you would not be complete without you trying to talk me out of wearing dark clothes,” she jeered. “Like high school all over again.”

			“I’m just saying, there are so many other colors in the world that you’d look so nice in.” Vivian shrugged. “One would think that black was your favorite color.” 

			People who pay close enough attention to me would know that that’s not true. Reign eyed her mother—a woman whom she shared the same light brown complexion, dark hair, delicate features and, stunning beauty with. “Mom, I love you and I’m saying this with the upmost respect,” Reign began. Her mother stared at her with anticipation. “Lay off.”

			Vivian waved a hand in Reign’s direction. “Okay fine,” she relented. “I apologize, I didn’t mean to criticize. You look good in anything you put on. Always have.”

			Reign shook her head, amused. Her mother was right. With her tall and toned figure, curves in all the right places, Reign did look good in any outfit that she wore. “Thank you,” she replied. “But if you really want to bug somebody, go bug Cyn about that man’s apartment she’s spending all of her time in, instead of her dorm.”

			Vivian gasped. “Your sister is not shacking up with some boy!” 

			Reign raised her eyebrows. “Yeah, okay.” She grabbed her pen from the table, then headed for the kitchen exit.

			Vivian followed Reign’s progress. “You shouldn’t lie on your sister.”

			“I’m not lying,” Reign maintained. 

			Vivian shook her head as Reign disappeared into the living room. “Have a good day at work. Love you baby.” 

			“Love you too and don’t clean anything else, I’ll do it when I get back,” Reign hurled back. “Call me when you get home.” 

			Vivian chuckled to herself. “She can’t tell me what to do.” 
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			“It’s about time,” Marcy Stevens ground out, tossing her hands in the air. She’d grown tired of standing at the bottom step of Reign’s apartment complex. “Fifteen minutes is too long to have me waiting out here in this heat. You know that brown sugar melts in the sun.”

			Reign stepped off the last stair. Meeting Marcy’s height, her frustration was clear. “It’s too early for your complaining, Marcy.”

			Marcy waved a dismissive hand Reign’s way. “It’s not, it’s hot.”

			Reign shook her head. “I don’t know why you insist on complaining about the heat like it’s not hot ninety percent of the time.” she said. “We live in Arizona; you should be used to it by now.”

			Marcy ran a hand over her hair, then used the same hand to fan her face. “Trust me, I’m not. It’s only May and it feels like hell,” she grunted. “Anyway, did you bring the earrings?”

			Reign dug into her black handbag, retrieving a pair of sterling silver hoop earrings. “Do me a favor, give these back.” 

			Marcy grabbed the earrings from Reign’s hand, placing a hoop into her earlobe. “Why did you say that like I never give your stuff back?” she questioned, offended as she put the other earring in. 

			“Because you don’t.” Reign threw back. The two women began walking along the sidewalk. “You’ve been borrowing my things since college, and I have yet to receive any of what I’ve loaned back.”

			“And yet you still give me stuff when I ask,” Marcy countered, unfazed.

			“Yeah, I’ll add stopping that to my to-do list,” Reign sneered, earning a chuckle from Marcy. “Anyway, you never walk to work, what made you decide to do it today?”

			Marcy adjusted the large designer satchel on her shoulder. Hesitating to speak for a moment, she smoothed her hand down her white sleeveless top. The plunging neckline of the casual top, paired with the yellow floral printed pants, accentuated Marcy’s voluptuous figure. “I just… I figured I’d save a few bucks today. The ride shares everyday were getting a little expensive,” she finally explained. “And we both know that I don’t do buses so…” 

			Reign continued her stride with Marcy in tow. “Oh okay,”

			“But I’ll tell you, this will be the first and last time I walk anywhere that’s more than five minutes away,” Marcy scoffed. “My pretty feet and these designer sandals were not made for it.” She gestured to the bright yellow strappy stiletto sandals which displayed her manicured toes. “You like these shoes? I just got them the other day.” She gestured to her purse. “And this bag.”

			Reign’s eyes skimmed the shoes and matching bag. “They’re nice.” 

			Marcy grinned, adjusting the bag once again. “This designer is expensive as hell, but well worth it.” 

			Reign just gave a nod, but did not respond further. 

			While walking to work wasn’t Marcy’s routine, it certainly was Reign’s; she lived within a half-hour walking distance from her place of employment in downtown Phoenix. She didn’t own a car and unlike Marcy, Reign refused to pay for ride shares to and from work. Besides, she typically enjoyed the moment of solitude before busy days at the office. 

			Letting out a whine, Marcy paused her steps to adjust her sandal strap. It hadn’t even been ten minutes and her feet were already killing her. “Ugh, I don’t see how you do this every day,” she complained, catching back up to Reign. 

			Reign resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Please, be quiet. “I don’t mind it,” she replied, even toned. 

			Marcy flung her hair over her shoulder. “Well, I do. I need a car.”

			“Then buy one, Mar,” Reign suggested, tone not changing. 

			Marcy side-eyed Reign, making a face. “Girl please, I have a man, I will not be paying for my own car.” She waved a hand. “No, like these shoes and bag, my car will be a gift.”

			Reign shook her head but didn’t bother replying. She’d known Marcy a long time; her being spoiled wasn’t anything new. 

			The moment of silence lasted for only a moment. Looking over at Reign, whose eyes were fixed in front of her, Marcy ran a hand over her hair. “Rae,” she called. 

			“Yeah?” Reign answered, unenthused. 

			Marcy smiled. “You didn’t comment on my new hair.” 

			Reign’s eyes widened slightly as she kept her stride. “I saw it.”

			“I know you saw it, heffa, but you didn’t say anything about it.” Marcy flung hair over her shoulder. “I wanted to try this color. What do you think?”

			Reign looked at Marcy, fixating on the blond, bust length wand curls on her friend’s head. She then zoned in on the smile plastered to Marcy’s smooth attractive, brown face. “I umm…” Reign rubbed her forehead. “I’d rather not say,” she slowly drew out. 

			“Come on, be honest,” Marcy pressed. 

			“I don’t like it.” 

			Marcy’s head jerked back. “Well damn!”

			Reign shrugged. “Sorry, but I don’t.”

			“What’s wrong with it?” Marcy harped, grabbing a lock of curls.

			Reign stared at Marcy’s hair. “Is it a wig?” she asked, tucking some of her own hair behind her ear. Marcy nodded. “Yeah, I can tell. It’s just not working for you.” 

			Marcy abruptly stopped walking. 

			Baffled, Reign halted her own steps. She faced Marcy, raising an eyebrow. “Why are you stopping?” she asked, impatient. “If you’re going to walk with me, you need to keep up. I have to get to work.” 

			Marcy folded her arms, frowning down Reign’s length. 

			Reign squinted her eyes. “Something the matter?” she challenged. 

			“I don’t appreciate your response,” Marcy barked, upset. 

			A perplexed glare masked Reign’s face. “I’m sorry, did you not ask me what I thought?” she threw back. “Was I supposed to lie to you?” she added when Marcy rolled her eyes.

			“Whatever, Rae,” Marcy grunted, putting a hand up. “Just because you don’t experiment with your hair, doesn’t mean that you get to turn your nose up at me for experimenting with mine.”

			Reign’s eyes widened; her mouth opened slightly, but nothing came out. What in the entire fuck is happening right now?

			Marcy sucked her teeth. “My stylist is booked solid for the next few weeks, so I did this myself, and I thought that I did a good job,” she pouted. “I felt cute earlier, and now thanks to you, I no longer do.” Her lip curled in disgust, “Way to ruin my day bestie.” 

			Reign’s confusion turned to annoyance. Not only had Marcy gotten angry over an opinion that she asked for, but now she was throwing herself a pity party and accusing Reign of ruining her day; the whole thing was ludicrous. 

			Reign shook her head with vigor, an attempt to erase the last few minutes from her memory. “Marcy—I don’t have time for this shit, I have to go,” she dismissed, sauntering off.

			Marcy eyed Reign’s departing figure with wide, stunned eyes. “Seriously? You’re just walking off without an apology?” 

			“See you later, Marcy,” Reign threw over her shoulder, continuing her quick pace. 
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			Reaching the designated floor, the elevator door opened. Stepping out, Reign’s high-heeled pumps clicked along the hardwood floor, her pace quickening. Entering through a set of glass doors, Reign glanced at her watch. 

			“Yeah, you’re late,” a female voice said, stopping Reign in her tracks. 

			Reign looked in the person’s direction. “What are you talking about Ava? I’ve got like ten minutes,” she asked the statuesque, dark skinned woman standing a few feet away. 

			Approaching Reign with two coffee cups in her hands, Ava Williams let a giggle come through. “I know, but for you, that’s late. You’re normally here a half hour early.” She handed Reign one of the cups.

			Reign gestured to the cup now secure in her own hand; she smiled a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

			Ava smiled back. “No problem.” She pointed to it, “It’s a caramel latte.”

			“You’re a life saver,” Reign praised, walking towards her office with Ava following in stride. “I spilled the damn coffee that I’d made at home on myself like an idiot. Then I was going to grab some on the way here, but I got sidetracked while walking with Marcy—”

			“Ugh,” Ava grunted, rolling her eyes. Just the mere mention of that woman’s name irritated her. 

			Reign shot Ava a stern look. “Come on now, don’t be like that.”

			“Rae, you already know how I feel about that girl,” Ava sneered. “I’m in the office, so I’ll refrain from calling her what I really want to.” 

			“She’s dating your brother,” Reign reminded her.

			A frown formed on Ava’s beautiful face; she scoffed in the process. “Don’t remind me.” She ran her hand over her black, naturally curly hair that fell past her shoulders, moving a few tendrils away from her eye. “I still have no idea what he sees in her.”

			Reign just shook her head. The bad blood between Ava and Marcy had been brewing since their college years. She had hoped that since they were all in their thirties, the two women would put their differences aside. But from the moment Marcy had begun dating Ava’s older brother two years ago, the feud had intensified. 

			“You’re too beautiful and fabulous to be spiteful,” Reign chortled, opening her office door. 

			Following Reign inside, Ava let out a huff. “Fine, I’ll stop…for now,” she promised, standing in front of Reign’s desk.

			“I appreciate it.” Reign set her latte and purse down. 

			Taking a sip from her own coffee cup, Ava pointed to Reign’s laptop. “I saw your email about the two new manuscripts that came in,” she mentioned. “Up late again, huh?”

			Reign chuckled, “As always.” She turned her laptop on. “I was finishing up a sample edit when I saw the confirmation emails from the clients—both are fiction. One needs a developmental edit; the other, a line-edit.”

			Ava’s eyes lit up. “Nice.” 

			Reign smoothed her hands down her dress before sitting. “I’ll handle the one that needs the developmental edit.”

			“I’ll take the other. I just finished a project yesterday, so my load is light.” Ava smiled. “I commend you for always taking on the hard editing projects. Let’s face it, some of the stories that come through here need your creative writing mind, and not someone who’s simply good with grammar and punctuations.”

			Reign shook her head. “Be nice,” she warned. 

			“I’m just saying.” Ava placed a hand to her chest, “This is coming from someone who can’t write a book to save her life. But I can correct punctuations and weed out redundancies like nobody’s business.” 

			As an English major in undergrad, Ava had excelled in everything her curriculum threw at her, yet creative writing was something that she always struggled with.

			Reign on the other hand, excelled at creative writing; had since Ava had known her. It was something that Ava had always admired about her. 

			“I bet you could rewrite some of these books in your sleep…” Ava smirked. “Should you ever get any, night owl.” 

			Reign chuckled, “Funny.” 

			“You have talent, sis,” Ava added, proud. “That’s why you’re the supervisor.” 

			Reign offered a slight smile. “I appreciate that.” 

			Upon graduating college with her degree in English, Reign had quickly landed a job as assistant editor for a well-known editing firm. Proving to be a talent in her field—with her exceptional skills, impeccable work, and creativity—she’d been promoted from editor to lead editor in under five years. When her former supervisor retired from the company three years ago, Reign was an automatic replacement for the position. She now successfully managed five editors, including Ava, who had joined the company two years after her. 

			Reign grabbed her latte. “By the way, that edit you did on that romance novella last month—the author changed the entire story and now needs it redone.”

			Ava covered her face with her hand, groaning in the process. “God—I hope she changed the name of that protagonist while she was at it,” she grumbled. “No matter how many times she wrote it, I just can’t picture the name Bartholomew being moaned during those sex scenes.”

			“Will you stop it?” Reign demanded, fighting to keep a straight face.

			Humored by her own words, Ava dissolved into laughter. 

			Succumbing to giggles, Reign pointed to her door. “Go do some work, silly.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Fingers flying across his phone screen, Troy Donovan typed out a text before looking over at the man next to him. “How often do you lift?” he asked. 

			Chase Williams pulled on his weightlifting gloves. “I try to aim for a couple times a week,” he answered, nonchalant. 

			Troy nodded. “I’ve been wanting to step my weight game up, but I prefer running.”

			“To each his own, I guess.” Chase placed a plate on the bar. “But you could do both if you really wanted to.”

			Troy shrugged, but didn’t give the comment a response. After a moment, a smirk crossed his face. “I’m surprised you’re even at the gym today. Didn’t you just get back in town today?” 

			Chase cut his eye at Troy. I really wish you’d stop talking to me, so I can work out in peace, he thought.

			Chase hadn’t been to his home gym in a while, due to being away on a work trip. Now back in town, he’d decided to pay the place a visit. He certainly didn’t expect to run into Troy; someone whom he wasn’t fond of, yet tolerated. “I got back last night actually,” Chase clarified.

			“Oh okay,” Troy replied. “You were gone for about two weeks this time, huh? Last time it was what? A week?”

			Chase fixed Troy with a stern, skeptical gaze. “Why is it that you seem to know every time that I’m out of town?”

			Troy once again shrugged, sending another text. “You know the girls talk.” 

			“I guess,” Chase dismissed, shaking his head slightly. As a sought-after architect, Chase traveled often for work, sometimes for weeks at a time. He went to place another set of plates on the bar, but the person walking through the gym’s entrance caught his attention. “Speaking of the girls,” he mentioned to Troy, gesturing to the woman approaching. “Here comes one of them now.”

			Troy glanced up from his phone. Seeing his girlfriend, he offered a head nod.

			“Hey you,” Reign greeted, setting her gym bag on the floor. 

			“What’s up?” Troy gave Reign a quick, one-armed hug, before returning his focus back to his phone. 

			Reign tightened the cap on her pink water bottle. “How was your day?” she asked Troy. 

			Eyes still locked on the screen, he shrugged slightly. “It was fine,” he blandly returned.

			Reign stared at Troy, though he was paying her no mind. “Oh…okay,” she muttered. She took a deep breath when he didn’t speak further. “My day was fine too,” she hinted. “In case you were thinking of asking.” 

			Troy flashed a quick look her way. “You say something, babe?”

			Reign quickly shook her head. “No, it was nothing. Don’t worry about it.” 

			Noticing Chase standing there, her eyes widened slightly. In trying to get her boyfriend to engage with her, Reign had unintentionally ignored Chase. She offered him a warm smile. “I’m sorry, hi Chase,” she greeted him. “It’s good to see you.” 

			Chase had been a silent spectator to their lackluster exchange. When Reign spoke to him, he looked at her, smiling in return. “It’s okay,” he assured her. “It’s good to see you too.” He gestured to her black active leggings and matching tank top. “I see you’re all ready to work out.”

			Reign set her water bottle on a bench and adjusted her ponytail. “Yeah,” she confirmed. “I missed the gym yesterday because I got off work late.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I refused to miss today. Especially after all the cake that I ate at work earlier.”

			“Was it somebody’s birthday?” Chase asked. 

			“No, Ava just bought a big ass cake for no damn reason,” Reign grunted. Chase laughed. “Chase, your sister is out of her mind.”

			“That, she is,” Chase chortled. 

			Troy shoved his phone into his gym bag before grabbing it from the floor. He placed his hand on the small of Reign’s back. “I’ll see you later, babe.”

			Reign looked up at him. Standing at five-foot-eight inches tall, she was used to looking up at Troy’s six-foot-three figure. “You’re finished?”

			“No, I actually never started… Something just came up, so I have to go,” Troy explained.

			Reign frowned slightly. “Where are you going? You’re supposed to help me, remember?”

			“I know, but I have something that I need to take care of.”

			Reign turned away from him, slowly shaking her head in the process. 

			“Rae, come on don’t act like that,” Troy said, tone condescending. “I’ll see you later. We’re supposed to be doing this double date thing, remember?”

			Reign faced him. Despite Troy’s cavalier attitude, Reign had a reason to be disappointed. This marked the third time this week that Troy had blown her off. Yet she didn’t want to argue; instead she offered a bitter smile. “Yeah, I remember. See you.”

			Troy gave Reign’s lower back a light tap, then put his hand up at Chase. “See you later, man.” 

			“Later,” Chase dryly threw back. 

			As Troy made his departure, Chase eyed Reign, who was removing hand wraps from her gym bag. Though she’d jerked the items from her bag, hinting frustration, her face was void of emotion. “Everything okay?” he asked her.

			“Sure,” she abruptly answered, wrapping one of her hands. 

			“Doesn’t seem like it.” He leaned against the weight machine. 

			Reign let out a frustrated huff when she messed up her wrapping. “Damn it!”

			Chase held his hand out. “Let me help you with that.”

			“It’s fine, I got it,” she bit out. 

			“Reign,” he called, stern. 

			She looked at him.

			Chase stood just as tall as Troy, but that and the fact that both men were handsome, was where their physical similarities ended. While Troy’s light brown complexion matched Reign’s own, Chase’s complexion was several shades deeper. He kept his facial hair short and groomed; Troy elected for a clean-shaven face. Due to his weight training, Chase had defined muscle tone, compared to Troy’s slender, athletic frame.

			“Just let me help you with it,” Chase insisted. 

			Rolling her eyes, Reign placed the wraps in his outstretched hand. “Okay.”

			Letting out a slight chuckle, he began wrapping her hand. “Always so stubborn.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Reign agreed, solemn. She exhaled deeply. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to come off—bitchy.”

			“You weren’t,” he promised, fastening it in place before moving onto her left. “So…is everything good with you?” 

			“Everything is fine,” Reign answered. 

			Chase gave a slow nod. “You remember that I’ve known you a long time, right?” 

			Reign stared at her hand as Chase continued to secure it. “Yes Chase, I do.”

			“Which means that I have a pretty good idea when you’re downplaying.” 

			Her eyes shot up, holding a narrowed eyed gaze on Chase. “How was Georgia anyway?”

			Chase glanced at her, then shook his head. “I’ll fill you in at dinner later… Nice deflection attempt though.”

			Reign couldn’t help but giggle a bit. “Fine…” Her face relaxed. “But really, I’m okay, it’s nothing important. I’m just…a little frustrated because Troy was supposed to help me practice my kickboxing.”

			Chase frowned slightly. “I don’t take Troy for the kickboxing type.” Laughter filled his voice, “To be honest, he doesn’t look like he can fight at all.” 

			“He’s not, but I started again, and he promised to help me practice when I didn’t have class. Holding the pads, steadying the boxing bag, and such.” She let out a quick sigh. “I know, it probably sounds like I’m overreacting… Apparently I do that a lot.” 

			“No, it doesn’t, and you don’t,” Chase soothed, finishing up. “You’re entitled to feel how you feel.”

			Reign just shook her head. Not according to Troy. She closed and opened her fists a few times. “Thank you,” she said, grateful.

			“No problem.” Chase rubbed his chin. “It’s great to hear that you’re back at it though. The boxing I mean,” he beamed. “You plan on getting into the ring?”

			Reign frowned. “Hell no. I’m not trying to damage this face.”

			Chase let out a laugh. 

			“No, I just got a little bored with my normal workout routine, so I figured I’d go back to it,” she explained. “It’s been a few years, so I’m sort of rusty.”

			Chase put a hand up. “I’m sure you haven’t lost any skill,” he assured. “Once you know, you know.” 

			She ran a hand along the back of her neck. “If you say so,” she chortled, feeling a bit better. “Anyway, thanks again for your help.” She grabbed her gym bag from the floor. “I better go grab a locker before they’re all gone.” 

			“No problem.” Chase watched as Reign turned to walk away. “Hey.”

			Reign turned around. “What’s up?” 

			“I can help you train today if you want.” 

			“No Chase it’s fine, you don’t have to do that,” she protested. “I have class tomorrow anyway.”

			“I don’t mind,” he insisted. “Marcy stood me up for our workout, so I have the time.” 

			Reign let out a laugh. “Are you really surprised that she stood you up?” she wondered. “Marcy hates the gym.”

			Chase laughed with her. “No, I knew she was only trying to be nice when she offered to join me.” He folded his arms. “So, what do you say?”

			Reign thought for a moment. “Okay, sure.” She adjusted the bag in her hand. “Thanks,” she threw over her shoulder en route to the locker room. 

			Chase gave a nod. “No problem,” he repeated, then returned his focus back to loading his weight plates. 

			[image: ]

			Ava sprinted to her door. Snatching it open, she threw her arms around her brother. “I missed you,” she gushed. 

			Chase chuckled. “I missed you too, drama queen,” he teased. 

			Ava broke free and delivered a light smack to his arm. “Don’t be an ass, I haven’t seen you in like a month.” 

			“I apologize.” Chase stepped foot inside his sister’s two-bedroom condo, gift bag in hand. “You redecorated,” he mentioned, browsing the space. 

			Ava shrugged. “Eh, just changed some of the colors,” she replied, locking her door. “The red accents weren’t working anymore.” She headed for her light grey couch, picking up a lavender pillow. “Reign helped me pick out the new colors. The lavender looks so much better in here.” 

			“It does,” Chase agreed. “I saw Reign a little earlier.”

			Ava looked at him. “Oh yeah?”

			“Yeah. Ran into her at the gym.” 

			“You two and that gym,” Ava chuckled. “Neither one of you need to work out.” She placed the throw pillow back in place, then pointed to the bag in Chase’s hand. “What’s in that bag? Ooh is that for me? If it is, hand it over.”

			Chase raised an eyebrow at her giddiness. “Are you sure you’re thirty-two?”

			“As much as you are thirty-four,” she threw back. 

			Chase shook his head, handing Ava the small bag. 

			Ava dug inside, pulling out a small glass paperweight, shaped like a peach. Her eyes glimmered with delight. “Ooh, this is pretty.” She bobbed the object up and down. “It’ll go perfect on that shelf over there.”

			Chase took a seat on the couch as Ava placed her gift on the glass shelf in the corner. “Yeah, I saw it and figured you’d like it.” He chuckled, “I know how much you love glass objects.” 

			Ava giggled. “I do and thank you, my favorite sibling.” 

			“I’m your only sibling,” Chase pointed out, amused. Being their parents only two children, Chase and Ava were close. 

			“How was your trip?” Ava asked. “Did you let Mom and Dad know that you were back?”

			“It was good—productive.” He ran a hand over his low-cut, black hair. “And yeah, I stopped by the house earlier today.” 

			“When’s the next time you go away?” Ava probed, rearranging some items on her shelf. 

			“Not sure. It’ll depend on when a new out of state client hires me,” he answered. “For now, I’ll be working from my office downtown.”

			She smiled at him. “Well, it’ll be good having you around for a while.” His sister headed for the kitchen. “I made dinner, you want some?”

			“No thanks, I’m actually going out to eat a little later.” 

			“Oh.” Ava continued her journey into her kitchen. After a few moments she returned, plate of food and a glass of lemonade in her hands. She carefully sat on the couch next to Chase. “Where are you going, and where is my invite, rude ass?” she jeered, setting her glass on the coffee table in front of her.

			Chase fixed her with a stern stare. “How am I rude when I just bought your spoiled ass a gift?”

			Ava flagged him with her free hand.

			Chase shook his head. “Anyway, I’m going to this Italian place downtown,” he informed. “Marcy and I are double dating with Reign and Troy.”

			Ava shot a glare her brother’s way. “Don’t mention Marcy, I’m about to eat.” 

			Chase rolled his eyes. 

			“Whose idea was it to have a double date anyway?” she sneered. “And since when do you hang out with Troy of all people?” 

			“I don’t, and it was Marcy’s idea,” Chase explained. “She thought it would be fun, I guess.” 

			“Please,” Ava muttered, voice filled with disgust. 

			Chase shot a rigid look Ava’s way. “I swear, this animosity that you and Marcy have going on, has got to stop.”

			“I don’t have to stop anything.” Ava dug her fork into her lasagna. “You know that I don’t like her.”

			Chase put a hand over his face, shaking his head once again. Like Reign, Chase had been subjected to snide comments from both Marcy and Ava about one another. And like Reign, he just wanted them to get along. 

			“She’s fake, shady, and annoying,” Ava bluntly stated. “And she’s a user. Always has been.”

			Chase squinted, perturbed. “What proof do you have that she’s a user?” 

			“Enough.” Ava eyed him defiantly. “She takes advantage of Reign, and she takes advantage of you too.”

			“No, she doesn’t Ava, cut it out,” Chase demanded. “Now come on with this shit, you’ve known her since college—”

			“And I didn’t like her then,” Ava cut in. “On top of everything else, she can’t be trusted. You should’ve seen all of the guys that her gold-digging ass screwed and screwed over in college.”

			“I wouldn’t have seen that because I went to an out of state college remember?” 

			Ava rolled her eyes. “Irrelevant.”

			“I didn’t know her then, so what you’re telling me is irrelevant,” Chase countered. “We only started seeing each other two years ago.”

			“Oh please, that happened because you were drunk that night, and she threw herself at you,” Ava hissed, recalling the night that Marcy had come on to Chase. “I was at Reign’s birthday dinner too, I saw it.” She took a quick sip of her lemonade then set her glass back down. “And that was after she caught an attitude with Reign because she felt that Reign wasn’t paying enough attention to her…on her birthday.” 

			Annoyed, Chase rolled his eyes.

			“Marcy is a shitty person, and your relationship with her is bullshit. I’ve told you before, she is not it for you.” Ava pointed at him. “You’ve got a master’s degree so you’re not stupid. You know it too.”

			Chase once again rolled his eyes. “I’m out of here,” he huffed, moving to stand. But not before sticking his finger in the middle of Ava’s lasagna slice. 

			“Are you serious?!” she shrieked, smacking him on the arm. “That was childish!”

			Chase rose to his feet. “Yeah? Stop talking shit about my girlfriend.” 

			Ava frowned at his departing back. “I’m telling Mom.”

			“Won’t amount to anything, I’m her favorite,” Chase teased, walking out the door. 

			Ava gasped loudly. “Just petty, bro!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Examining the menu in front of her, Reign ran a hand through her hair. “Anybody recommend anything here?” she asked. 

			“Try the chicken mushroom marsala,” Troy suggested, eyeing his own menu. 

			Reign made a face. “Babe, you know I don’t eat mushrooms.”

			“Oh yeah, sorry,” Troy dismissed. “Well, that’s what I’m getting.” 

			“I think I’ll try that too,” Marcy chimed in, closing her menu. “Sounds good.”

			“It is,” Troy maintained.

			Marcy glanced at Chase, who was still eyeing his menu. “Hon, just get the chicken parmesan, you know that’s what you want,” she suggested. 

			Chase quickly shook his head. “Nah, I’m all parmesan’d out. I ate enough of it while I was away.” 

			“You two are about to be all damn night trying to figure out your entrée,” Troy grunted of Reign and Chase. He signaled for the waitress. “Let’s start with some drinks and appetizers.” 

			After placing and receiving their drink and appetizer orders, Marcy grabbed her glass of apple martini, taking a sip. “This is nice—the four of us hanging together,” she said, setting her glass back down. “We should’ve been doing the ‘couple’ outing thing.” She turned to Chase as he sipped his own drink. “We should do another one before you leave town again,” she said to him.

			Chase looked at her. “Let’s just get through this one first,” he chortled. 

			“Yo Chase, I don’t see how you can leave your woman to go on all these trips,” Troy slid in. “You’re crazy, man.” 

			Chase narrowed his eyes at Troy. “I’m not crazy, nor am I taking vacations… It’s my job,” he slowly drew out.

			“I’m just saying,” Troy shrugged, nonchalant. “All that time away…you’re lucky Marcy doesn’t flirt like she used to,” he laughed. 

			Reign shook her head, but didn’t say anything, still trying to figure out what she wanted to eat for dinner. 

			Marcy laughed along with Troy. “I was something else, wasn’t I?” she recalled.

			Chase on the other hand was not amused. He tensed, a scowl forming on his face. “I’d suggest that you concern yourself less with what’s going on in my relationship,” he warned Troy, tone dangerously calm. 

			“No need to get defensive,” Troy goaded. “I was just saying—”

			“Just saying what?” Chase broke in, staring Troy down. 

			“Stop it. Troy, stay out of their business please,” Reign finally chimed in. Her boyfriend was known for taking digs at Chase. Had been since they’d known each other. 

			Chase often let the comments slide because of his friendship with Reign. But there were times when his annoyance with Troy was clear—this was one of those times.

			Marcy put a hand on Chase’s broad shoulder, eyeing him. “Pay him no mind, I don’t mind your job,” she soothed. She turned her attention back to Troy, grinning. “Besides Troy, he always makes up for lost time when I see him.”

			Smirking back at Marcy, Troy picked up his glass. “I bet.” 

			Marcy took another sip of her drink, glancing at Reign. “Rae, you’re still looking at that menu?”

			Reign closed it, pushing it aside. “Not anymore, I’m just going to get a salad,” she answered, reaching for her glass of white wine. “To be honest, I’m not that hungry.”

			Marcy sucked her teeth. “Girl, stop showing off. You work out all the time, get some real food.”

			Perplexity masked Reign’s face; she set her glass down, not bothering to take a sip. “How am I showing off by not being hungry?”

			“Just saying, we know you’re trying to keep your figure,” Marcy harped, rolling her eyes. 

			Reign held her confused stare, which quickly turned into a glare. “You okay?” she asked. It was more of a challenge than genuine concern. 

			Troy put a hand up. “Mar, there’s no need to come at Rae. You know you look good too,” he commented, lighthearted. 

			Marcy smiled for a brief second, then waved a dismissive hand. “I’m just messing with you girl,” she said to Reign. She sipped her drink some more. “Anyway, I think I’m going to change this hair sooner than I’d planned.” She eyed Reign. “Rae, do you have any suggestions on what I should get next?” 

			Reign sat back in her seat, fixing Marcy with a rigid stare. “No, I don’t.” 

			Marcy sucked her teeth at Reign’s lackluster tone. 

			“Why are you changing your hair?” Troy jumped in. 

			Marcy twirled a few blond strands around her finger. “I was told that it looks a mess,” she spat, fixing Reign with a disdain-filled stare. 

			“It doesn’t. You should leave it,” Troy complimented. “I think the color is great.” He turned to Reign, who was tucking some hair behind her ear. “You should try it; I think you’d look good with blond hair.”

			Reign eyed him back, frowning slightly. “No, I shouldn’t,” she spat. “I’m fine how I am, thank you.”

			Chase took a deep breath as he reached for his drink. Did he seriously just suggest that Reign change her appearance? What the hell is wrong with this guy? 

			“What’s the attitude for, Reign?” Troy shot back. “It was just a suggestion.” 

			Reign turned away from him. “Whatever Troy,” she muttered. 

			Marcy smirked at Reign, before directing her attention back to Troy. “Anyway, thank you for the compliment Troy,” she beamed. “At least somebody besides me thinks it looks good.”

			Reign narrowed her eyes at Marcy. “If you like it so much, then keep it,” she bit back. She was over Marcy’s attitude and the frivolous hair topic all together. “You do not need my approval to make your decisions. Nor do you need my opinions.”

			“Why wouldn’t I want your approval, you’re my best friend,” Marcy threw back, flustered. “That, and your opinions are important to me.” 

			Reign pinched the bridge of her nose, sighing in the process. I should’ve stayed my ass home.

			“Oh, and my man,” Marcy added. “His opinions matter too.” 

			Chase shot a confused look Marcy’s way. “I never said that I didn’t like your hair, Mar,” he said.

			Marcy put her finger up. “That’s true,” she admitted.

			Reign folded her arms, glancing off to the side. She was over this date. Both Troy and Marcy were working on her last nerve. 

			After placing entrée orders, Chase reached for an appetizer. “Reign, how is that realtor working out for you?” he asked.

			Troy rolled his eyes as he sipped his beer. 

			Reign smiled bright. “Oh, she’s great. She showed me some nice properties so far,” she answered. “Thanks for recommending her by the way.”

			“You’re welcome,” Chase replied. “She helped me find my house. You’re in good hands.”

			“Rae, I still don’t know why you’re in a rush to buy a house,” Marcy jumped in, twirling a cloth napkin around on the table. “I say just upgrade to a bigger apartment—but not in that drab building you live in. There’re a bunch of nice ones open in my building.”

			“Because I’d rather spend all that rent money on a mortgage,” Reign explained. “I never planned on living in an apartment forever. That’s the reason I even opted for a small one in the first place. So that I could save.” 

			“I don’t mind your apartment, Reign,” Troy mentioned.

			“Well I’m over it, so I’m moving.” Reign stood firm. “I have an appointment to look at a few places in Canyon County next week.”

			“Ah, my neck of the woods,” Chase commented, pleased.

			Reign nodded. “Yeah, she suggested the area a few times, so I’m finally looking there,” she said. “It’s still not far from work…like a thirty-minute ride.” 

			“You don’t have a car,” Marcy pointed out, squinting her eyes.

			Reign eyed her back. “Then that means that I’ll have to get one.”

			Marcy’s brows raised. “Okay Miss Baller. I guess you using spellcheck for a living is paying off,” she chuckled at her own snide comment. “That money is right, huh?”

			Reign gritted her teeth, yet she refused to engage Marcy any further. 

			Chase side-eyed Marcy, trying to keep his cool. Her nitpicking, childish behavior was wearing thin. 

			“Plan on moving out of Phoenix, I see,” Troy directed at Reign, tone not hiding his displeasure. 

			Looking at Troy, Reign frowned slightly. “It’s just thirty minutes away, Troy.” 

			Troy scoffed. “Doesn’t matter if it was two hours away, it’s not like I’m going to be living there anyway,” he mumbled. 

			He hadn’t mumbled low enough; Reign had heard him. That was the last straw; this date was over. Standing, she grabbed her purse. “I have to go.”

			Eyes wide, Marcy let out a gasp. “Already?” 

			“Yup,” Reign sneered. 

			Troy rubbed his face with his hand, sighing. “Babe, just sit down.”

			“No, I had a long day. I’m tired,” Reign spat. 

			Chase shook his head; he could tell that Reign meant that in more ways than one; he didn’t blame her.

			“Reign, come on, let’s just finish dinner,” Troy pleaded, grabbing her hand. “Don’t take my comments personal, I was just joking.”

			Reign jerked her hand from his grasp. “Goodnight,” she hurled through clenched teeth, sauntering away. 

			Marcy crossed her arms, shooting a smug look Troy’s way. “Looks like somebody won’t be getting any tonight,” she teased. 

			Troy rolled his eyes. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Ava flipped through the channels on her sixty-inch HD screen television, cradling her cell phone between her ear and shoulder. “You’re home early on this lovely Friday evening,” she spoke into the line. “That double date must’ve ended pretty quickly.” 

			Sitting on her couch, Reign flipped through her notebook. Her phone—on speaker—sat on the end table next to her. “I left early,” she ground out.

			“You left by yourself?” Ava frowned slightly. “Troy didn’t at least take you home?”

			“Yes and no, he didn’t,” Reign quickly replied, turning to a blank page. “Anyway, what’s up with you, why are you in so early?”

			“Girl, me being home early on a Friday is nothing new.” Ava set the remote on the cushion next to her. “I’m single and you’re like my only friend.” 

			“That’s a lie, you have at least five other friends,” Reign mentioned, amused.

			“They’re acquaintances dear sis,” Ava corrected, fingering the curls on her head. “You know I do not use the term ‘friend’ loosely.” 

			Reign chuckled, “That’s a shame.”

			Ava laughed, “Yeah, I know… But in all seriousness, why did you leave early?”

			Reign let out a sigh, “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

			“Not surprising,” Ava replied. “You hardly ever want to talk about things that bother you... Been that way since I met you in high school.”

			Reign sat there silent, staring blankly at the page in front of her. 

			“You shut down better than anybody I know,” Ava finished.

			Mind wandering, Reign tapped her pen to her chin.

			“Hello?” Ava called when she didn’t hear anything. “Girl— Are you tuning me out?!”

			“Yes,” Reign confirmed, nonchalant.

			Ava sat up in her seat, mouth gaped open. “I’ve told you before about doing that shit to me,” she huffed. Reign laughed. “Got me talking to myself like a damn fool.”

			“Sorry, you know my attention span is low,” Reign explained, amusement in her voice. 

			“Yeah, for shit that you have no interest in, I know. You think that makes me feel any better?” Ava rolled her eyes when she heard more laughter. “Rude as hell, Price.”

			“I’m sorry, I’ll make a conscious effort not to do that to you anymore,” Reign promised. 

			“Uh huh,” Ava muttered, pulling her bare feet up on the couch. “When’s the next time you’re going to look at a house?”

			“In another week or so,” Reign answered. “I decided that I want a newly built house. The ones that are in the area that I’m looking at are still in the building stages.”

			“Ooh, a fresh house, I love it,” Ava praised. Reign giggled. “Do you want me to go with you?” 

			Reign removed the cap from her pen. “Sure, you can.” 

			“Cool, I’ll bring some wine and we can pretend that it’s already yours and toast to it.”

			Reign giggled, “Sounds good.” 

			Ava scratched her scalp. “Okay luv, I’ll let you go. Try to enjoy the rest of your night.”

			Doubt that will happen, Reign thought. “I will try.” 

			“I’ll see you Monday…maybe, if I don’t call out.”

			Reign glanced at the phone. “You do realize you’re talking to your supervisor, right?”

			“Huh? You didn’t hear that,” Ava quickly dismissed.

			“Uh huh,” Reign chortled. “Later silly.”

			“Later.”

			Hanging up, Reign grabbed her mug of green tea, taking a careful sip. Setting the mug back down, she brought her focus back to the notebook in her hand. Staring at the empty page for a few moments, she finally began to write. 

			She’d barely gotten a few sentences out before a knock at the door interrupted her. Reign glared at the door, but did not move or call out. She just stared at it as another knock sounded. 

			“Rae…it’s Troy.”

			Reign let out an angry sigh. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” she grumbled to herself. She had hoped that when she’d left Troy at the restaurant earlier, that he would’ve taken the hint and not come to her place. 

			“Babe, I know you’re in there. I see the light on. Just open the door please,” he begged. 

			Reign had every intention of leaving him outside. When he knocked again, she rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth, slamming her notebook shut. Tossing it and the pen on the coffee table, she rose from the couch and approached the door. 

			Snatching it open, she came face to face with Troy’s hapless smile. “Are you drunk?” she spat. 

			The smile immediately vanished from his face. “Nah, you killed my buzz when you left.” He moved around her to get into the dimly lit apartment. 

			Reign rolled her eyes as she closed the door. 

			Troy glanced at the coffee table. “You got that notebook again, I see,” he mentioned, voice laced with humor. “What the hell do you write in that thing, anyway?”

			“It’s not important,” she grunted, heading back for the couch. 

			Her hasty journey was stopped by Troy, wrapping his arms around her small waist. He moved one hand down her flat stomach, grabbing the waistline of her leggings. 

			“Get off.” Reign pushed his hands off her. “If you thought you were going to come over here for that, you might as well leave.”

			Frowning, Troy spun around to face her departing back as she moved towards the couch. “Yo, what’s your deal?”

			“What’s yours?” she threw back, spinning around to face him. “You’re the one who’s been acting like a jerk lately.”

			Troy rolled his eyes. “How so?” His tone was mocking. “What, because of my remarks about your little house hunting?” 

			Reign scowled at him. 

			“I told you, I was joking,” he groaned. “You’re always overreacting to shit. I been told you that you need to lighten up.”

			Reign ran her hands over her face, an effort to tame her temper. “Troy, you were not joking,” she stressed. “In fact, every time I talk about my little house, you seem to get an attitude. Like you don’t want me to get one.”

			Troy tossed his arms up in exasperation. “Of course I want you to get one, it’s what you want right?”

			“Okay, then you’re not happy about it,” she amended. 

			Troy ran a hand over his face, exhaling quickly. “You know what? You’re right. I’m not happy about it.” 

			Reign stared at him, eyes wide. “Seriously?” 

			“You didn’t even ask me how I felt about it,” he hurled.

			“I did talk to you about my plans, Troy,” she argued. “But you probably don’t remember because you never listen to anything that I say to you. You’re always ignoring me—”

			Troy put his hand up. “That’s not true, cut that shit out,” he interrupted. 

			Reign jerked her head back. “Wow, Troy.”

			“No, you’re to blame for my attitude. You decided to make this major move without me,” Troy continued. “Didn’t ask me shit, didn’t consult with me at all.” 

			“Consult?” Reign shot a puzzled look his way. “You’re not paying for it, why would I consult you?” 

			“Oh, I could,” Troy boasted. Reign rolled her eyes. “And what the fuck do you mean, why would you consult me?” 

			Reign folded her arms, fixing him with an icy stare. 

			“I’m your boyfriend, that’s why,” Troy harped. “We’ve been in a relationship for six years, that’s why.”

			“Exactly, my boyfriend of six years, not my goddamn husband.” 

			Troy tossed his hands in the air. “Oh, what? You’re gonna pressure me to marry you now?” he snarled.

			“When have I ever pressured you to marry me?” Reign shrilled. “The last time I even brought up marriage was like three years ago and I simply asked if you saw us ever getting married, to which you answered ‘yes’. But clearly you lied.” 

			Troy let out a deep sigh, pausing for a moment. “Look Reign…I didn’t lie. I do want to get married one day,” he said finally. “But marriage is a lifetime commitment…at least it should be. It wasn’t for my parents… I just don’t want to go into it—”

			“Troy—spare me the excuses,” Reign broke in. “It doesn’t even matter at this point.”

			“Look, I just don’t see why we can’t get a place together for a while, then talk about marriage,” Troy proposed. “Or, you could just move into my house.” 

			Reign went still for a moment, fixing him with a flat gaze. “You—you can’t really be this dense,” she sneered, scratching her head. “What the—so you think, that asking me to put my house on the backburner to move in with you for the sole purpose of shacking up, is okay? Is fair?”

			Troy just rolled his eyes.

			She put a hand up. “Fine, you don’t want to answer that question, well I have another one for you, why have you been blowing me off lately?” 

			Troy pulled his hands down his face in slow dramatic fashion, letting out a groan in the process. “Reign, please don’t tell me this is about me leaving you at the damn gym earlier.”

			Reign paused; she clenched her jaw before speaking again. “No, this isn’t just about today,” she slowly drew out. “This is also about the other day when I wanted to have dinner with you, the day before that when I wanted to see a movie with you—last week when I wanted to take that cooking class with you—I can go on.” 

			“I swear to God,” he grumbled. 

			“It’s like every time I try to spend time with you—just you and I, you find something else to do.”

			Troy clasped his hands together. “Did I not just go on this double date that you ran out on?” he reminded. 

			“I said just you and I,” Reign emphasized, angry. “You seem to have no problem sharing your time with other people, but when it comes to just me, I can’t get a minute.” 

			Exasperated, Troy held his arms up. “Am I not here now?!” 

			Reign ran her hands through her hair before resting them on her hips. She was frustrated, and Troy was completely missing the point. “Just forget it, Troy,” she bristled. “I don’t even know why I bother trying to talk to you.” 

			“Yeah, I don’t know why you bother either,” he spat, tone nasty. “You just wind up wasting your time and mine.” 

			Reign scowled. 

			“I definitely regret coming over here.” He folded his arms. “Not only have you killed my buzz, you’ve killed my libido.” 

			You weren’t getting any anyway, you fuckin’ asshole. “Whatever,” Reign bit out, turning away from him.

			“Yeah, whatever,” Troy snarled. “And stay off my damn case about this ‘spending time’ shit. I’ve been busy just like you.”

			She snapped her head back in his direction. “But unlike you, I’m willing to make time for you,” Reign argued. “You can’t even give me that, and you really expect me to put my life plans on hold for you?”

			Troy glared at her. “You’ll get my time when I have it for you.” His tone was full of venom. “Like I said, I’ve been busy.”

			Reign’s eyes widened. Pausing, she gave a slow nod. “Okay,” she muttered.

			“So, do we have an understanding? Are you done? Is this bullshit argument over?” Troy mocked.

			Glaring, Reign slowly shook her head. She pointed to the door. “You need to go.” 

			Troy ran a hand over his head. Shit. Sighing, he took a step towards her. “Rae, I didn’t mean to—”

			“Now.” 

			“Come on babe.” He sighed. “Let’s just try to salvage the rest of the evening.”

			“There’s nothing left to salvage. I said get out,” Reign fumed. 

			Troy looked hurt. “You’re really sending me home, Rae?” He reached for her hand. “Come on babe, I came here to check up on you—” 

			Reign jerked her hand back, far out of his reach. “I left you two hours ago, and you didn’t even bother calling to see if I made it home,” she threw back. “Stop pretending that you care about me, and get the fuck out.”

			Scoffing, Troy waved a dismissive hand her way. “Whatever, I don’t have time for this dramatic, nagging shit anyway.” He barreled towards the door. “And you wonder why I don’t want to be around you.” 

			Standing in silence seething, Reign followed Troy with her eyes as he stormed out of the apartment, slamming the door in the process. 

			Alone again, Reign let out a heavy sigh. Sitting on the couch, she put her head in her hands. Feeling tears prick her eyes, Reign took several deep breaths. “Don’t let it get to you, don’t let it get to you,” she chanted, forcing the tears back down.

			After a moment, she retrieved her notebook and pen from the table to pick up where she left off. Holding her pen to the empty line, she hesitated. She was too angry to focus. Frustrated, she tossed the book back down, then got up, making a beeline for her bedroom. 
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			“Do you want some ice cream?” Chase asked from the kitchen.

			Marcy, cozy on the couch in Chase’s living room, glanced toward the kitchen entrance. “Yes, with chocolate sauce.”

			“Sure,” Chase answered. 

			Marcy adjusted her position on the couch, smiling up at Chase as he ambled out of the kitchen, two bowls of chocolate drizzled vanilla ice cream in hand. “Thank you, hon,” she crooned, as he handed it to her. 

			Chase sat down next to her. “No problem.” 

			Marcy snuggled close to him while eating her ice cream. “So, tonight was fun, huh?” she said after a moment. 

			“Was it?” Chase asked, eating his own ice cream. 

			Noticing the brusqueness of his deep voice, Marcy eyed him. “What do you mean?” She dipped her spoon in her bowl. “You didn’t have a good time?”

			“Not really,” he bluntly stated. “Troy’s attitude was aggravating.” He flashed a stern look Marcy’s way. “And so was yours.”

			Taken aback, Marcy put a hand up at him. “Hold on,” she charged, brow knitting. “I didn’t have an attitude towards you.”

			“Not towards me, but towards your friend, you did,” Chase chided. “Reign didn’t do anything to you at dinner and you kept poking at her.”

			Marcy rolled her eyes. “You miss a lot while traveling. Reign and I are always like that,” she dismissed. 

			“I’ve been around enough. No, you’re not.” 

			Marcy’s lip curled. “I sometimes hate how much you pay attention to stuff.” She let out a quick sigh. “Okay, maybe I was a little salty about the hair comment she made earlier,” she admitted. “She made me feel like shit, so I returned the favor. See? Good ol’ healthy friendly tit for tat.” 

			Chase raised an eyebrow. “If you say so.” 

			“Rae and I are good,” she promised.

			Marcy returned her attention to her ice cream, quietly eating more. Chase grabbed the remote from the arm of the couch, turning on the seventy-inch LED TV. 

			Pausing her eating, Marcy looked over at Chase once again. “So…that’s nice that you’re helping Rae find a house,” she brought up.

			Chase flipped through channels. “I just offered her a good realtor.”

			“Still…” Marcy glanced down at her bowl. “Do you really think she’ll close on one soon? I mean, I’m sure the housing market isn’t that great.” 

			Chase squinted, focused on the screen mounted on the wall in front of him. “I’m sure the housing market is just fine, otherwise she wouldn’t be shown so many.” Finding a show to watch, he set the remote down. “Why are you asking me this?”

			“Just making conversation,” Marcy answered, shrugging slightly. “That…and I guess I’m just wondering why she’s so in a rush to purchase a home right now. I mean, if I were her, I’d wait.”

			Chase shot Marcy a side-glance. “I bought my house a few years ago,” he said. “If she’s ready to buy one, then she should. I don’t see what the big deal is.” 

			Having begun his career straight out of grad school, Chase had begun making good money in his early twenties. Instead of spending frivolously and living wildly, he’d purchased his ranch style home, paid off his car, and had managed to stack a healthy savings all before his thirtieth birthday. 

			“I know, but you’re a man, you’re supposed to have one.” A grin appeared on Marcy’s face. “All ready and waiting for that special someone to move right on in.”

			Chase raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.

			Marcy set her bowl on the coffee table, then sat back in her seat. Smiling, she delivering a light tap to Chase’s forearm. “Hey.”

			“What’s up?” Chase asked.

			Marcy grabbed a few strands of her hair, twirling it around her finger. “So…if Reign ends up moving up here near you, I won’t be able to see her that often,” she began, leering at him.

			“Why not?”

			“Well, because it’s a little far—walking distance that is,” Marcy stated. “It’s like a two-hour walk…not that I would ever walk that far—”

			“Whenever I’m in town and you need for me to drive you, I will,” Chase slid in.

			Marcy opened her mouth, but paused for a second. “Okay, but what about when you’re not in town?” She slowly drew out. “I’m sure you don’t expect me to plan my visits with my best friend around your schedule.” 

			“I’ll give you cab money.”

			Marcy feigned a smile, then wiped it from her face. “Umm…that can get expensive,” she shot down. “I should know.” 

			Chase rubbed his eyes, letting out a sigh. “I’m sure you have a point in there somewhere, Marcy,” he ground out. Having had a long—what he thought to be a disastrous evening—paired with being tired, Chase was in no mood for Marcy’s beating around the bush. 

			Marcy wrapped her arms around his arm, leaning in. “Well…don’t you think it would be nice if I had a car?” she asked, hopeful. 

			“I don’t see why you can’t have a car,” Chase replied. Marcy’s eyes lit up as bright as her smile. “Let me know when you’re ready to buy one and I’ll go look with you.”

			Smile disappearing from her face, Marcy released Chase’s arm and turned around in her seat. 

			Chase smirked. “Something wrong?”

			“Nope, nothing at all,” Marcy spat. 

			“If you say so.” Unfazed my Marcy’s sudden change in attitude, Chase began watching TV.

			Marcy sighed loudly. Check your attitude girl. You know catching one with him doesn’t get you what you want. Following the inner pep-talk, Marcy cleared her throat. “I have an idea.” 

			Chase grabbed the remote, muting the television. He fixed her with a tired stare. What are you about to hint at now? “What’s that?”

			Marcy opened her mouth to speak, then put a hand up. “Never mind, you’re probably going to think I’m crazy.”

			“I already do,” he jeered, earning a playful tap to his arm. 

			Marcy again twirled her hair, grinning at him. “Okay so…you know how you go out of town often, right?”

			Chase stared at her. “Right.”

			“Well, I was thinking, while you’re away… maybe I can watch your house for you,” she proposed.

			“My house is watched fine, security system and all.”

			“Come on, there’s nothing like having someone taking care of your home, watering your plants…using your pool while you’re away,” Marcy claimed.

			Chase scratched his head. “Is something wrong with your apartment?”

			“No plants, no pool,” she quickly countered. When Chase shook his head, Marcy placed a hand on his arm. “And, I’ll be able to be closer to Rae for a little while.”

			“You don’t even know if she’s definitely moving up here,” he pointed out. “She doesn’t even know for sure.”

			Marcy rolled her eyes. “We both know that Reign always gets what her perfect little heart desires,” she sneered. 

			Chase tilted his head, squinting slightly. “Do you even realize how bitter you sound when you talk about her?” he asked. “At least that’s how it comes off to me.”

			“I’m not bitter hon, I’m happy for her, but back to what I was saying,” Marcy hastily dismissed. “But even if
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