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Chapter 1
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Kayla sat at the bar between her two best friends, morosely staring into what was left of her beer.

“Want another one?”  Joy asked.

“No,” Kayla said, chugging the contents.  “No matter how much I drink, I’m still dreading the next few months.”

“Hey,” Laura said, encircling her wrist with her bangled hand and squeezing.  “Maybe there’s a silver lining here.  If Jordan brings home a girl for Thanksgiving and Christmas, maybe your parents will bombard him with questions about marriage and babies.  They can totally leave you alone.”

“I appreciate your optimism,” Kayla said, giving her a sardonic glare, “but there’s no way in hell they’re going to let me off the hook.  They’ll certainly grill my brother and Appolonia...or Apple...or whatever her name is, but they’ll definitely save some for me.  My mother’s dream was to have me married off by thirty and I’m three years overdue.  A few more and I’m afraid she might become officially unhinged.”

“Why is she such a stick in the mud?” Joy asked.  “Being single is awesome.  I’ve never felt freer.  I can walk around the house naked and I haven’t shaved my legs in weeks.  It’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”  She gave a wistful smile, white teeth flashing under her blue eyes and long, wispy strawberry-blond hair.

“First of all, ew,” Laura said, holding up her finger while Joy snickered at her disdain.  “And second, our girl here needs to get laid.  It’s been a while, Kayla.  I’m worried it’s going to shrivel up and close off completely.”

“Okay, enough talk about my vagina.  It’s doing just fine, thank you.  I have several vibrators and they always find my spot and never ask me to pay for dinner.  What more can a girl ask for?”

“Wow,” Laura said, finishing her vodka soda.  “Our bar is incredibly low.  Welcome to dating in the modern world.”

“Seriously,” Kayla muttered.

After paying the tab, they each headed out of the Hell’s Kitchen bar.  Laura pulled out her phone to call a rideshare, and Joy and Kayla waited until she’d been safely picked up by Joaquin in a black Camry.  Laura lived on the Upper East Side, while Kayla and Joy only lived a few blocks from the bar.  They strolled, chatting until they reached Joy’s apartment.

“See you at Brandon’s party next weekend.  It should be fun.” Joy said, giving her a hug.

“We’ll see.  He’s been kind of weird since we’re both up for the same promotion.  I hope he chills out.”  Kayla’s eyebrows drew together.  “He was the first friend I made at the firm.  I don’t want to lose him.”

“It’ll all work out.  Besides, no one ‘lawyers’ like you,” Joy said, making quotation marks with her fingers.  “You’ve got this.”

Kayla laughed.  “I’m not sure that’s the right phrasing of the word, but I appreciate the sentiment.  Thanks, J.”

Joy smiled, waving before she headed up the steps to her building.  Kayla thrust her hands in the pockets of her coat, shivering a bit in the early November breeze.  The holidays would arrive soon and, along with them, the dreaded trips home to see her family in New Jersey.  To say that her mother was on her ass about finding a man and settling down would be an understatement.

Kayla had dated several men over the years, becoming serious with some, but she’d never made the leap to full-blown long-term relationship.  Most of the guys were duds, lost in the sea of beautiful, successful women that comprised Manhattan.  The ratio of men to women was so unbalanced that most men moved on at the slightest loss of interest or sign of a problem.  And why not, when their Tinder profiles were filled with eager, smiling faces, most in their twenties and still a size four?

Kayla had been a size four...when she was twelve.  Now, at thirty-three, she hovered between categorizing herself as curvy and slightly overweight.  It wasn’t like she didn’t exercise—hell, she walked all over the damn city and did spin class with Laura twice a week.  But her career kept her busy and most of her time was spent working, especially now that she was up for a promotion.

Entering her three-story walk-up building, she took her time, as she always did on the stairs.  Otherwise, she would be out of breath when she reached the top, giving him the opportunity to make fun of her.

Hoping her insanely annoying—and infuriatingly gorgeous—neighbor wouldn’t hear her footsteps, she trudged along.  Sure enough, as she crested the top step on the third floor, his doorknob jiggled and the door swung open.

He stepped outside, trash bag in hand, bare-chested.  Kayla’s mouth watered at his eight-pack and she berated herself for being an idiot.  Gray sweatpants sat low on his hips, the V of his abdomen jutting down below the waistband, leading to a sizeable package.  Realizing she was staring like a lovelorn twit, she pasted on a fake smile.

“Hello, Carter.”

“Hey,” he said, lifting the bag.  “Garbage duty.  You just getting home?”

“Yep,” she said, nodding.  “Had some drinks with friends.”

“Yeah, the hot chick with the bracelets and the blond with the nice smile.  I’m still open to a foursome whenever you guys are ready.”

Kayla rolled her eyes.  “We’re all set, thanks.”  Arching her head toward the door, she asked, “Who’s the lucky bimbo tonight?  I’m sure she’s armed with fake tits and recently whitened teeth.  You always manage to find the ones who appear perfect on the outside.”

“Jealous, Summers?” he asked, calling her by her last name, which he’d learned three years ago from the label on her mailbox.

She gritted her teeth.  “Yes, I love hooking up with men who are incapable of sleeping with me more than once.  You have to be running out of excuses to cut your conquests loose after one night.  What will you do if one actually wants to date you?”

Carter gave a pfft.  “Never gonna happen.  I’m honest with every woman I approach.  I’d say that’s more noble than leading someone on.  I like to have fun, Kayla.  You should try it sometime.  It might get rid of that crease above your nose.”  He pinched the bridge of his nose between his eyes, wiggling his fingers as he teased her.

“Thanks for the commentary on my appearance.  I already understand I’m a troll to you.  Some of us actually have real bodies and real boobs.”  Thrusting her chin up, she breezed past him, wanting to escape into the confines of her apartment.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing her wrist.  “I’m not putting down your appearance.  I was just joking.  Ease up.  You’re a solid five.  Five and a half when you’re wearing those sexy boots that always clink on the stairs.”

She gave him a glare, tugging her wrist from his grip.

“Joking!” he said, holding up his hands.  “Come on, Kayla.  Sheesh.”

“Carter?”  A tall redhead peeked from his open apartment, her long leg snaking around the door as it seemed to glow in the backlight from his kitchen.  “I’m getting cold.  Are you going to come and warm me up?”

Kayla thought his tongue might actually spool out of his mouth.  Rolling her eyes, she continued to her front door, sticking the key inside.

“Yep, just gotta take this out.  Be right back.”  His warm body bracketed Kayla’s from behind as he leaned down to whisper in her ear.  “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.  You’re cute, Kayla.  I was just joking.  See ya.”  He continued down the hall, whistling as he entered the room that held the garbage chute.

Kayla entered her apartment, throwing her bag on the counter and turning on the lights.  Remembering his warm breath in her ear, she allowed herself to imagine for one moment that he was breathing words of desire into the sensitive channel as he used that delectable body to make love to her.  And then, she stopped the madness.  Carter Manheim would never be attracted to someone like her.  He seemed to have an endless loop of supermodels and socialites vying for his attention.  Sighing, she began preparing for bed.

Once she was underneath the covers, she pulled up a book on her phone, hoping the romance novel would replace the thoughts in her overactive mind.  Thoughts of Carter’s chest, with its smattering of tiny black hairs and that delicious V that led into his sweat pants.

Groaning, she set the phone on the bedside table and turned off the lamp, pulling the blankets to her chin.  A dull thud rapped against the wall, and she drew the covers over her ears, trying to dampen the sound.  Moments later, loud wails sounded from next door.  One female and then one unmistakably male.  She could always hear Carter having sex when one of his plethora of women was over.  Gritting her teeth, she turned to her side and struggled to push the maddening groans from her consciousness.

At least one of them was getting laid.  Unfortunately, it was her hot, arrogant, annoying-as-hell neighbor.  Lamenting at the general unfairness of life, Kayla eventually fell to sleep.
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Chapter 2

[image: image]


Carter checked his phone and set it back on the nightstand.  It was three a.m. and he must’ve fallen asleep after sexy times with Rhonda the Redhead.  The woman had taken everything he’d given her like a champ.  He’d give her that.

“Hey, sweetness,” he said, jostling her as she lay cuddled against him, fast asleep.  Carter didn’t do cuddling and he definitely didn’t do sleepovers, so it was time for Miss Gorgeous Lips and Sexy Body to hit the road.  “I need to get some sleep before work.  Do you want me to grab a water for you to take with you?

Her green eyes opened, disoriented as she searched the room.  “You’re sending me home?  Come on, Carter.  It’s three in the morning.  I’ll leave when you get up for work.”

“Sorry, hon,” he said, sitting up and running his hand through his mussed brown hair.  “No sleepovers.  You know the rules.”

Rhonda sat up, her full lips pouty.  “Are we really going to do this through the holidays?  I thought you were finally coming around, Carter.  I want to be with you, especially now that it’s almost Thanksgiving.  I was thinking of asking you to meet my mother over the holidays.”

Red lights flashed as Carter’s eyes bugged out of his head.  “Excuse me, but what?  What do you think we’re doing here, Rhonda?  I told you I’m not looking for a commitment.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “Yes, most thirty-five-year-old men say that until they meet the right woman.  Don’t you want to settle down?  Get married?  Have kids one day?”

Terror rushed through his body, the thought so perilous that he struggled to swallow.  “Honestly, probably not.  I might want kids one day, but definitely not any time soon.”

“How long are you going to wait?” she asked, lifting her arms in a shrug.  “Is this a Charlie Chaplin thing?  Do you want to have kids when you’re seventy?”

Annoyed, he stood, pulling on his boxer briefs.  “Look, I don’t know how we devolved into this discussion, but I was very clear with you about what we’re doing here.  I thought we were on the same page.”

She rolled her eyes, standing and beginning to put on her clothes.  “I’m twenty-six, Carter.  I’m not getting any younger.”  He scowled.  He hadn’t asked her age but pegged her around thirty.  He couldn’t understand being anywhere close to wanting a commitment at her age.  Approaching him, now fully dressed, she palmed his cheek.  “I’ve been your booty call for over two months, Carter.  Don’t you feel anything for me?”

His irises darted over her face and a surge of guilt swept through him.  Sadly, he felt nothing but a latent fondness for her.  Realizing the turn of his thoughts, her face fell.  “I see,” she said, nostrils flaring.

“I’m sorry, Rhonda,” he said, truly remorseful that she’d developed feelings when he so clearly hadn’t.  “I tried to be honest with you.”

“Yes, you were very honest.  I can’t dispute that.”

“Rhonda—” he said, reaching for her arm.  “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Well, you did,” she said, striding around him.  “You can be honest about not wanting a commitment but people develop feelings, Carter.  Maybe one day, even you’ll have them.  Goodbye.”  She stalked to the door, slamming it behind her.

Carter sighed, rubbing his finger and thumb into his eye sockets.  What was with him lately?  He was pissing off women left and right.  First, he’d hurt Kayla’s feelings with his stupid comments earlier this evening and now he’d hurt Rhonda terribly.  Reminding himself that this was why he didn’t do relationships, he brushed his teeth and tried to get some sleep before morning came.

* * * *
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CARTER WAS AT LUNCH the next day when the phone rang.  Noticing his brother’s name on the call log, he lifted it to his ear.  “Hey, Ryan.  What’s up?”

“You busy?”

“No,” he said, biting into his chicken wrap.  “Just taking a break in between chapters.”  Carter was an actor, who occasionally did audiobook narration on the side.  Today he was narrating a steamy romance novel between a blue alpha alien male and his human female mate.  It was actually pretty hot if one was into that sort of thing.

“Dottie called me,” Ryan said, his tone cautious.

Carter’s heart fell to his knees.  “What did she say?”

His brother sighed, sad and morose through the phone.  “The cancer’s back, Carter.  Mom didn’t tell us because she didn’t want us to worry.  Dottie said she only has weeks left and has refused to do chemo again.”  Silence, thick and heavy, bled through the phone.  “It will be her last holiday season with us, Carter.  We have to make it special.”

Carter exhaled a deep breath, which he didn’t realize he’d been holding.  “Fuck, Ry.  Is there anything we can do to help convince her to do chemo again?”

“I think she’s done, bro.  Remember the last time?  The side effects were terrible.  I don’t blame her for wanting to avoid that at all costs.”

Something burned Carter’s eyes and he realized it was the sting of moisture.  Closing his lids, he asked, “Why didn’t she tell us?”

“Dottie said she doesn’t want to ruin the holidays.  She wants to remember the last one with us with positivity and cheer.  I think she’s planning on telling us at Thanksgiving.”

Carter nodded into the phone.  “Is there anything I can do to make the holiday more special for Mom?  If you have any suggestions, I’m open.”

Ryan breathed a chuckle across the line.  “It’s funny.  Dottie said that Mom told her you’ve never brought a girl home for the holidays.  She said she wished she’d been able to vet the future Mrs. Manheim.  Any prospects you can bring to New Jersey with you?”

Scowling, he thought of the disaster with Rhonda last night.  “Nope.  My current prospect realized I was a full-blown jerk last night and basically told me to go to hell.”

“Yikes.”

“Yeah,” Carter said, sighing.  “Why does Mom get stuck on this stuff?  She knows I hate commitment because of Dad.  He’s a shining example that relationships never work out.  Mom’s the most amazing woman on the planet.  If he couldn’t find a way to love her, I don’t believe that love truly exists.”

“Don’t tell my wife that,” Ryan muttered.  “I’m kind of fond of her.”

“Except for Patty,” Carter said, smiling.  “She’s amazing.  You got the only one I’d consider making a commitment to.  Maybe I can seduce her away from you.”

“I’m hanging up now,” his brother said, his tone annoyed.

Carter laughed.  “Joking man.  You make marriage look good.  Somehow you got over Dad being a son of a bitch.  I just don’t think I ever will.”

“Well, that’s a shame.  I know it would make Mom happy for you to bring someone home, if only so she could play the doting mother.  But, it’s your life and if you’re intent on being a proclaimed bachelor, that’s your decision.  I’ve got to get back to the office.  Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

“Yeah,” Carter said, feeling his eyebrows draw together.  “This freaking sucks.”

“No shit, bro.  It’s already so hard to process.  Okay, call me when you figure out what time you’ll get to Jersey on Thanksgiving.  Talk soon.”

The line clicked and Carter stuck his phone in his pocket.  Finishing the wrap, which now tasted like cardboard, he allowed the realization to wash over him that this would be the last holiday he spent with his mom.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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Kayla stared at the darkening sky as the clouds rolled in for another bout of rain.  The day had been dreary, and it got dark so early in November that she might as well be a gnome living under a bridge.  It was dreadful.

That, compounded by the fact that her mother was droning on in her ear about Thanksgiving, literally made her want to crawl in a hole and resurface when it was spring and she’d lost fifty pounds to hibernation.

“I’m telling you, dear,” her mother’s voice chimed from her cell.  “Audrey said that her daughter did Peloton for a month and lost twenty-five pounds.  It’s just fantastic.  I’m sure you could do it too.”

“Thanks, Mom, but I don’t really enjoy throwing money at sexist companies who feature skinny women getting skinner.  That’s great for Grace,” she said, referencing Audrey’s daughter, “but not for me.”

“Oh, everything’s a social justice issue with you, Kayla.  Why can’t you just try it?  You could fit into a size eight by Christmas.  Wouldn’t that be nice?  You might even find a nice man to bring home with you.  Jordan’s bringing his new girlfriend and we’d love to meet anyone you’re dating.”

Done with the conversation, Kayla spoke brokenly into the phone.  “Can’t...hear...service...bad...call later...”  With a frustrated press of her thumb, she ended the call.  The Irish Bar that sat at the corner of her block seemed to be calling her name and she decided that she definitely deserved a beer after the disastrous conversation.  Heading inside, she noticed a few other people at the bar, having a drink after work.  Choosing one of the open seats, she smiled at the bartender.

“What’ll it be?”

“Snakebite, please.  Or maybe you call it a Black Velvet?”

“Half cider, half Guinness.  Got it, darlin’.  Be right back.”

A gust of wind blew her wavy brown hair and she glanced toward the door.  Scowling, she saw Carter enter and remove his scarf.  Great.  He must’ve had the same longing for a drink as she.  Straightening her spine, she hoped like hell he’d ignore her.  She was in no mood to talk to anyone after speaking to her mother.

“Hey, neighbor,” he said, sitting down beside her as if they’d planned to meet.  “Needed a beer, huh?”

“Yep,” she said, smiling at the bartender and grasping the pint glass.  “It’s been a shit day.”

“Yeah,” he said, his expression thoughtful.  “Scotch on the rocks.  Macallan twelve if you have it.”

“Wow,” Kayla muttered into her glass.  “Your day seems worse than mine.  Scotch, huh?”

He shrugged.  “I like the burn.  You drinking a half and half?”

“Snakebite,” she said.

He nodded, throwing some bills on the counter when the bartender returned with his drink.  “To shitty days,” he said, lifting his glass.

“To shitty days,” she said, clinking.  After taking a sip, she asked, “So, why was yours so bad?  Did the redhead actually ask you for a date?  I know that’s your worst nightmare.”

His brows drew together as he traced his finger over the rim of his glass.  Something in the hunch of his shoulders told her he wasn’t down with the jibe.  “Sorry,” she said, running her hand through her hair.  “I’m terrible company right now.  My mom just spent ten minutes telling me what a loser I am.  Don’t mind me.”  She sipped her drink, wondering if she’d ever seen her usually snarky neighbor so morose.

“It’s fine,” he said, playing with the tiny red straw in the scotch.  “You’re right.  I don’t do relationships.  But I found out some news today and now I’m searching my brain for a way I can make things right.”

Kayla stayed silent, not wanting to stilt the flow of his cryptic conversation.

His brown eyes slid to hers, and she told herself not to drown in them.  She might think he was an ass, but she wasn’t blind.  He was absolutely gorgeous.

“You see, my mom has cancer and her prognosis isn’t good.  This will be her last holiday with us.”

“Oh, Carter,” she said, enclosing his wrist with her fingers and squeezing.  “I’m so sorry.  That’s terrible.”

“Yeah,” he said, giving a humorless laugh before imbibing the scotch.  “She wants me to bring home a girl so she can make sure I’m set up for wedded bliss for the rest of my days.”  He leaned closer.  “The problem is, I have no desire to get married.”  His tone was sardonic and he gave a little shrug.  “So, I’m wondering what the hell to do.”

“Mothers like to meddle, for sure,” Kayla said, tracing the condensation on her glass with the pad of her finger.  “My mom is hell-bent on me bringing someone home.  My brother has a new girlfriend and he’s four years younger than me.  She’s distraught that I’m going to end up buried under seven cats while they eat my eyeballs as I drown in the shower because I’m single.”

“Whoa,” he said, flinching.  “That’s a pretty intense visual.”

Kayla laughed.  “Yeah.  Accurate though.”

They drank in silence a bit, each contemplating the conversation.  Finally, Carter said, “You know, an obvious solution would be for us to bring each other home to meet our moms.”

Kayla almost choked on her drink.  “Excuse me?” she asked, wiping up the droplets she’d spilled with the white square napkin.

“Well,” he said, lifting his shoulders.  “Why not?  We could present ourselves as a couple, each satisfying our mothers’ intense and annoying desire to see us with a significant other.  It would make them happy while allowing us to get some breathing room.”

She tamped down the urge to laugh.  “Are you serious?  My mother would never believe you’re dating me.”

“Why?” he asked, seeming genuinely perplexed.  “Do you have an extra limb I’m unaware of?”

Kayla gawked at him.  “You’re insanely hot, Carter.  You do commercials for all sorts of toothpastes and tires and insurance companies on television.  I, as they say, have a face for radio.  My mother would suspect something is up in an instant.  Her great hope is that I land someone who doesn’t have major facial scarring.”

Carter laughed, his perfect white teeth flashing, proving her words as his body shook.  “Man, you’re funny, Summers.  I think you should try stand up.  You’d kill on stage.”

She shot him a look.  “Thanks, but I’m not joking.  Like you said, I’m a solid five.”

“Hey,” he said, grabbing her forearm.  “That was an asshole thing for me to say.  I regretted it the second the words left my mouth.  I was attempting to joke with you but, unfortunately, I don’t have your comedic timing.”  He winked, causing her insides to turn to jelly.  “I think you’re so cute, Kayla.  You have to know that.  I love seeing you in those adorable bunny slippers when you take out the trash.  I’m always telling my brother about the cute chick that lives next door.  Who told you that you were anything but attractive and why the hell did you believe them?”

He looked so sincere, his deep mahogany irises searching hers, and she felt her cheeks warm.  “Well, thanks, but there’s no way it would work.  Thanksgiving is next week and we’d have to work out schedules and all that jazz.  It’s too complicated.”

“What’s complicated about it?” he asked, his gorgeous lips pursing.  “What time does your family do Thanksgiving dinner?”

“Usually around noon.”

“Great.  We usually do five p.m.  That gives us time to get to both.  What about Christmas?”

Kayla bit her lip.  “Well, we do Christmas Eve where we open presents and then we usually spend Christmas morning together and have breakfast before I head back to the city.”

“You’re from Wayne, right?”

She nodded.  “Good memory.”

“I’m from Pompton Lakes, which isn’t too far away.  We usually spend Christmas Day together and have a big Christmas dinner, so we could head to my mom’s after breakfast with your family.”

“Okay, slow down,” she said, feeling off-balance by the direction of his thoughts.  “I stay over at my parents’ house on Christmas Eve.  They’d put us in a room together.”

“So?” he said, giving a deferent shrug.  “I’ve slept on the floor before.  Just don’t wear the bunny slippers.  I might not be able to stop myself from ravishing you.  Like I said, they’re hot.”

She rolled her eyes, unable to stop the laugh from escaping from her throat.  “This is insane, Carter.  I can’t even believe we’re discussing this.  Isn’t it wrong to deceive them?”

He sighed, clutching his glass.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.  I just want to make my mom happy.  I know she’s bummed that I haven’t found love or whatever.  She’s never understood that I don’t want that.  I guess I just figured this would bring her some happiness before she passed on.  Maybe I’m just being ridiculous.”

Lifting his gaze to hers, he gave a sad smile.  “She’d like you.  She loves a killer sense of humor.”

Kayla studied him, the sad hunch of his shoulders and the forlorn smile on his exquisite lips.  Son of a bitch, she wanted to do it.  The scheme was all sorts of crazy, but it would actually alleviate a lot of suffering for both of them.  In the end, if it brought their parents happiness, was it really such a bad idea?

“Okay,” she said before she realized she’d spoken the word.  “Let’s do it.”

“Yeah?” he asked, eyebrows arching.  “Are you sure?”

She nodded.  “Yep.  Let me commit before I chicken out.  Once I make a commitment, I never waver.  Should we seal it with a shake?”  Extending her hand, she waited for him to take it.

He slid his hand over hers, so much larger, the skin warm and smooth.  Enveloping her in a firm grasp, he shook, their deal now cemented.  Retracting her hand before she did something stupid, like bat her eyelashes at him like a lovesick teenager, she lifted her beer.  “To my new fake boyfriend.”

Grinning, he clinked his glass with hers.  “To my new fake...” he took a sip, seeming to choke on the word, “girlfriend.  Sorry, new word for me.  It’s a doozy.”

“You’ve really never had a girlfriend?” she asked, amazed.  “You’ve got to be, like, thirty-seven.”

“Ouch,” he said, shooting her a look.  “I’m thirty-five, thank you very much.  And, no, I’ve never had a girlfriend.  Too much drama.  You’ll be the first one.  The first fake one, at least.”

“Lucky me,” she muttered, causing him to chuckle.  “So, we should probably come up with a story.  How we met, our first date, blah, blah, blah.  We need to make it believable.”

“Good call.  I’ve got some lines to memorize tonight and this week is busy, but what are you doing on Friday?  We could order in and spend some time making up our fake relationship timeline.”

“Sounds good to me” she said.  “I usually collapse on Fridays because I’m so tired from work.  It’s usually pizza and PJs.”

“Sweet,” he said, nodding.  “I’ll be at your place at seven with pizza in hand.  Let me get your number and you can text me what toppings you want.”  Pulling out his phone, he recorded her number and shot her a text so she had his.  “This is going to be fun.  I’ve never hung out with a girl without the possibility of sex.  If I’m not careful, this fake relationship is going to seem real.”

“You can still have sex when you’re in a relationship, Carter,” she said, glaring at him.  “In fact, if you love someone, I hear the sex is actually better.”

His features scrunched.  “No, thanks.  I like my sex without a side of love.”

Kayla couldn’t help but laugh.  “You’re hopeless.”

“And you’re stuck with me, at least until after Christmas.  Hope you can stomach it.”

“I’m tough,” she said, waving a hand over the bar.  “I’ll survive.”

He chugged the rest of the scotch and rose.  “Okay, I’ve got to get cracking on memorizing those lines.  I’ll see you on Friday.”  Leaning down, he spoke in her ear, causing her to shiver from his low tone and warm breath.  “And I had no idea you thought I was insanely hot.  Try and control yourself around me, okay, Summers?”

She shoved him, shooting him a look of warning as he chuckled.  Giving her a wave, he exited the bar.

What the hell had she just agreed to?  A fake relationship with her hot-as-hell neighbor?  Was she insane?  Inhaling a deep breath, she reminded herself that it was for the greater good.  It would make both their mothers happy and she certainly wasn’t in jeopardy of losing her heart to him.  No, the heart that was furiously pumping blood through her entire body as a result of his warm breath in her ear?  It would be just fine.

Chugging the contents of her beer, she wondered if she was a genius, a liar or a fool.  Only time would tell.
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Chapter 4
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Carter had a busy week, finishing the audiobook, filming a commercial and auditioning for several more.  By the time Friday rolled around, he was beat.  Remembering his promise to get pizza, he pulled his phone from his coat when he entered his darkened apartment around five-thirty.

Carter:  Okay, Summers.  Pepperoni?  Mushrooms?  Pineapple?  (If you say pineapple, I’m calling this whole thing off because that’s just gross.)

Kayla:  Pepperoni and mushrooms are fine.  Should I be offended on behalf of all pineapple pizza lovers, though?

Carter laughed.

Carter:  Nope.  They’ve made their bed and must live with their choices.  See you around seven.

He changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, throwing on socks and grabbing a beer from the fridge.  Realizing that hanging out with a girl you had no chance of getting lucky with led to wearing extremely comfortable clothing, he lifted his beer toward his reflection in the window.  Maybe being in a relationship had one advantage.  Smiling, he pulled up the delivery app on his phone and ordered the pizza.

It arrived, a few minutes before seven and he headed over to Kayla’s.  Knocking, he heard her call, “It’s open!”

He entered, closing the door behind him and bolting it before setting the box on her island counter.  The place was clean, the layout similar to his own, and he smiled at the magnets on her fridge.

“You like the Knicks?” he asked when she walked into the kitchen, staring at the menagerie of magnets that lined the white refrigerator.  “Didn’t peg you for a basketball fan.”

She shooed him away, opening the fridge and pulling out a beer.  “Yes, I know it’s hard to believe that girls could like anything but painting their nails and waiting to sleep with you, but I do enjoy a good basketball game.”  She gestured toward the bottles of beer on the shelf.  “You want one?”

“I’m good,” he said, lifting his own beer.  “And I know that girls can like sports, Summers.  My mom is a huge Yankees fan.  I just didn’t know you did.  It’s cool, although the Knicks suck.”

She laughed, nodding as she closed the door and popped the cap from the beer.  “They’re terrible.  But I’m loyal and my dad loves them so here we are.”  Lifting her hands, she shrugged.  “Let me grab some plates.  I’m starving.”

Setting her beer on the island, she turned and opened one of the cabinets, reaching up to grasp two plates that were stacked high.  Carter noticed the sliver of pale skin that peeked out between the thin material of her t-shirt and the waistband of her sweatpants.  It was strikingly smooth and an image flashed in his mind of him licking the soft skin.  Would it taste like she smelled?  Like honeysuckles and jasmine?  Strangely, he wanted to find out.

“Earth to Carter,” she said, jolting him from the musings.  “Here you go.  Dig in.”

Thrown by the direction of his thoughts, he focused on sliding two pieces of pizza onto his plate.  “Your PJs are cute,” he said, wondering why his voice sounded so gravelly.

“Oh, I’ve had these for a hundred years,” she said, waving her hand as she perused the pizza, looking for which slices to abscond.  “I’d never wear them around a real boyfriend, but since you’re my fake boyfriend I figured it was fine.”  She shrugged, giving him a beaming smile, and he noticed how pretty she was with her teeth glowing between her full lips.

Clutching his beer, he gestured toward the couch.  “It’s okay if we eat on the couch?”

“Yep,” she said, following him over after her plate was full and sitting on the plushy cushions.  “I always eat here.  It’s just easier.”

They ate in easy silence, her eyes closing in delight when she took the first two bites.  “This is good.  Where did you get it from?”

“Delenio’s a few blocks away.  My favorite place.”

“Yum.  I’ll Venmo you for half.  Just let me know how much it was.”

He nodded, taking another bite, never intending to collect.  They might not be dating, but they were having dinner and she was offering her apartment and beer.  The least he could do was pay for the pizza.

They eventually finished and cleared the plates.  Kayla brought over two fresh beers and sat opposite him on the couch, tucking her bare feet underneath her legs.  He noticed she had green polish on her toes and wondered if it was for the holidays.

“You like green?” he said, gesturing with his bottle.

“Oh,” she said, extending a leg and wiggling her toes.  The action sent all sorts of jolts to his shaft.  Feeling uncomfortable, and annoyed that he was, he shifted on the couch as she pondered.  “Yeah.  I try to mix it up.  I’ll probably get purple next.”  She shrugged.

He sipped his drink, wondering why in the hell he was noticing all sorts of sexy things about his neighbor tonight.  He’d always thought her extremely cute, but certainly not his type.  Maybe it was the comfortability of being in her home, but he felt different tonight, on edge.  Chalking it up to the fact that he’d barely had time to jerk off since Rhonda stormed out of his apartment days ago, he inhaled a deep breath, determined to act normal.

“So, let’s create the story of how we fell in love,” he said.  “This should be fun.  We can make up anything we want.”

“Within reason,” she said, arching a dark brow.  Her hair was long and wavy and fell thick across her shoulders, touching the tops of her breasts.  They were large, and the inner curves barely showed in the window of the V-neck of her t-shirt.  Sipping his beer, since his mouth was suddenly dry, he waited for her to speak.

“I think we should say that we got to know each other from being neighbors.  Let’s keep it as real-life as possible.”

He nodded as she continued, chatting as she looked to the ceiling, spinning the story they would tell their parents.  They talked for hours, laughing as they concocted tales that were ridiculous but too funny not to joke about.

“So, you’re an acrobat who was in Cirque du Soleil and you came home wearing your leotard one night and I had to ravish you?”

Kayla snickered, doubling over on the couch as she clutched her beer.  “You can tell your mom it’s always been a dream to be with someone who’s double-jointed!”  They both giggled until the laughter eventually died down and she wiped a tear from her eye.

“Okay, that was fun, but I think we’ve got it.  We met in the building and fell in love at the Irish Pub as we got to know each other.  We’ve been dating for six months and are exclusive.  Don’t have a heart attack,” she said, holding up her palm.  “Monogamy will only be mentioned in case of emergency.”

Carter felt his eyebrows draw together.  “I actually have no problem with monogamy,” he said, staring into her deep brown eyes.  “I just don’t want a commitment.”

Her irises darted over his face, studying him.  “Okay,” she said, drawing out the word.  “I’m not quite sure how they’re different, but you do you.”  She sipped her beer, giving him a skeptical look.  “We’ve got the restaurants memorized where we went on our first three dates and all of our subsequent outings including a Yankees and Knicks game.  Our dating life is actually hella cool.”

Carter breathed a laugh.  “It is.  We’re super fun.”

Smiling, she stretched, lifting her arms high in the air, the movement sending all sorts of feelings through his body.  “Well, I think we’re good.  I’ve got to wash these dishes and head to bed.  I’ve got a long day tomorrow and a party tomorrow night.”  She stood and padded over to the sink, turning on the faucet and beginning to wash the plates.

“Where’s the party?” he asked, making conversation as he approached her.  He was done with his beer and should be leaving but, for some reason, he wasn’t ready to end their conversation.  It had been so easy and Carter found himself wondering when he’d laughed that hard with a woman, if ever.  He was usually so concerned with making sure he and his date both got off and then sending her on her way.  Somehow, hanging with Kayla felt different.

“Gramercy Park, at my friend Brandon’s house.”

“Brandon?” Carter asked, arching his eyebrow as he leaned his hip against the sink.  “Should I be ‘fake’ worried?” he asked, making quotation marks with his fingers.

She gave him a morose look.  “He’s another hottie like you.  I’m not even on the radar.”

“Uh, is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Kayla laughed, finishing the dish and setting it in the drainer before turning the faucet off.  “Well, since you ‘fake’ seem to care, I have no romantic interest in him.  I actually think he’d be a good match for my friend, Laura.”  At his confused look, she held up her wrist, “Bangle bracelet lady you were dying to have a foursome with last week?”

“Oh, yeah.  She’s hot.”  He grinned, loving her instant eye roll.

“I know, believe me.  I might as well be a coat rack next to her.  Anyway, I invited her.  I hope she hits it off with Brandon.  We’ll see.”

Carter studied her, wondering why she continually put herself down.  He found her quite attractive, especially her sense of humor, which was wicked.  He wanted to ask her but didn’t feel the timing was right.  Maybe down the road.  His gaze drifted to her chest, which was wet from her bout with the dishes.  A puckered nipple strained through the gray fabric of her t-shirt and his cock stood to attention.  Fuck, was she wearing a bra?  Realizing she was, but it was extremely thin, he pushed away from the counter, not wanting her to see the massive erection that was now tenting his sweat pants.

“Thanks for the pizza,” she said, striding to the door and unlatching the bolt.  Pulling it open, she smiled.  This was his cue to leave.  Yep, that was right.  Nodding, he breezed past her, turning in the hallway outside the door.  “I had fun, Summers.  You’re pretty chill.”

She shrugged, giving him another one of those beaming smiles.  His heart began to pound in his chest and he struggled with his obvious yet unintended desire for her.

“I’m okay,” she said, slowly easing the door shut.  “Text me and we’ll coordinate getting to New Jersey next week.”  With that, the door clicked in his face and he was left alone in the sparse hallway.

Gritting his teeth, he headed back to his apartment.  After prepping for bed, he shed his clothes, determined to get rid of the raging hard-on that was driving him insane.  Grasping his cock with his hand, he began stroking, intending on summoning the image of the hot blond he’d set his sights on when he’d met her in the studio earlier that week.

Instead, an image of Kayla formed, flashing him that gorgeous smile as she grinned up from between his legs.  Opening her full, pouty lips, she closed them over his shaft, sliding them up and down, her brown eyes never leaving his.  Groaning, he gave in to the fantasy, unable to push her from his mind.
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Chapter 5
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Kayla popped the bottle of prosecco, expecting Laura and Joy to arrive any minute.  Their plan was to get a bit tipsy at Kayla’s apartment first, then head to Brandon’s party.  Joy had already met Brandon twice when Kayla had invited her to after-work drinks in Midtown, but Laura had never met him.  As Kayla had indicated to Carter, she hoped they would click and thought they’d make a great couple.

Excited knocks pounded on her door and Kayla opened it to see her two favorite people in the world.  The three of them had been friends for years, and Kayla was so thankful she’d met such amazing women in the behemoth that was Manhattan.

“Oh, my god, Kayla,” Laura said, eyes wide and cheeks flushed.  “Your neighbor is so freaking hot.  He was checking the mail and I swear he winked at me.”

“Carter?” Kayla asked, already knowing the answer.  “He thinks you’re hot too.  And, ladies, do I have a story to tell you.”

The week had been so busy that Kayla had waited to tell her friends about her arrangement with Carter until she could tell them in person.  After all, she was pretty sure they were going to be floored.

“Sit, sit,” Kayla said, ushering them to the island counter.  Once they all sat around the rectangular bar, they lifted their glasses in a toast.

“To making it through the holidays for another year without a man.  At this point, we’re experts, ladies!”  They clinked their glasses and Kayla took a hesitant sip.

“Okay, something’s up with K,” Joy said, calling her by the first letter of her name as Kayla often did in return.  “What gives.  You have this shit-eating grin on your face.”

“Well,” Kayla said, shrugging and running her hand over the smooth counter.  “I won’t technically be single this holiday.”

“What in the hell does that technically mean?”  Laura murmured, her eyebrows drawn together.

“Don’t interrupt until I’m finished, okay?” Kayla said.  “I don’t want a million questions.  I’ll answer them all at the end.”

Her two friends gave each other a look.  “She’s pregnant,” Laura muttered.

“No way.  She’s boning Brandon,” Joy said.  “That has to be it.”

Kayla rolled her eyes.  “I’m not boning anyone.”  Standing, she lifted her glass.  “Ladies, I have entered into a fake relationship with my exceedingly gorgeous neighbor.  We’re going to pretend to be each other’s significant other so our parents will be appeased that we’re not washed up old single people.”

Laura and Joy’s mouths hung open, the champagne glasses frozen in their hands.

“I’m sorry, but what?” Laura asked.

Kayla updated them on the arrangement she’d made with Carter, as well as his mother’s illness and their subsequent planning session.  When she was finished, she said, “Honestly, I have to say, he’s been pretty cool so far.  I was beginning to think I hated his guts, but he’s actually kind of a nice guy when you spend a little time with him.”

“Oh, girl,” Joy said, shaking her head.  “You’re already doomed.  Are you listening to yourself?  You’re already infatuated with him.”

Kayla gave a pfft, waving her hand.  “No way.  I have no chance in hell of falling for him since he’s a hundred miles out of my league and we have absolutely nothing in common.  It’s the perfect situation for both of us.  I’m actually kind of thrilled he thought of it.”

“I bet you are,” Laura murmured into her glass.  “You’ll be even more thrilled when he wraps you up in Grandma’s blanket during Christmas at the Summers’ and pounds you with what must be his magnificent cock.  I mean, he’s gotta be six-two and two-hundred-ten at minimum.  Do you know how big a cock on someone like that is?”

Kayla rolled her eyes.  “I have no interest in seeing his cock,” she said, realizing that the statement was perfectly acceptable since it was half true.  Okay, forty-five percent true.  Still a solid ratio.  “We’re going to do this to placate our mothers and then we’ll move on with our lives.  It’s brilliant.”

“Be careful, Kayla,” Joy said, concern in her heart-shaped face and sweet blue eyes.  “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I appreciate your concern, but my heart is safe.  This is a business decision through and through.  Now, enough chatting and more drinking.  We have a party to get to.”

Worry was evident in their expressions, especially Joy’s, but they managed to finish the bottle of prosecco and call a rideshare.  Arriving at Brandon’s doorman building, they headed inside.

Kayla spotted the host immediately and walked over to introduce her friends.  “Hey, Brandon.  Thanks so much for having us.  You remember Joy and this is Laura.”

“Hey, Kayla,” he said, giving her a hug.  He shook both ladies’ hands, his eyes lingering on Laura’s extensive silver earrings, which hung to her shoulders beside her flat-ironed long black hair.  “Nice earrings.”

“Thanks.  I got them at Saks.  I’ve never met a sale there I could refuse.”

Brandon nodded, taking a sip of his beer.  “Well, they’re cute,” he said, light blue eyes raking over her.  “I guess Kayla told you that she and I are up for the same promotion at work.  Hopefully, they’ll announce it soon so we can get on with our lives.  The pressure’s been excruciating, especially around the holidays.”

Kayla gave him a supportive smile.  He seemed to bring up the promotion every time they spoke now, and she missed their easy friendship.  Although she wanted the advancement, she certainly didn’t want any ill will between them.

“Yeah,” she said, wishing to move on from the subject.  “I’ll be glad when it’s over too.  Got anything bubbly at this party?”

Brandon nodded, the seriousness of his expression softening a bit.  He led them to the kitchen and pointed them to the champagne, telling them to make themselves at home.  The party was fun, the three of them making several new friends, and several hours in, Kayla noticed Brandon speaking to Laura as her back rested on the wall, face upturned to his.  He was smiling an easy grin and she seemed relaxed and enthralled.  Perhaps they’d hit it off after all.

“Okay, I’m definitely drunk,” Joy said, leaning her head on Kayla’s shoulder as she hiccupped.  “I think it’s time for Cinderella to leave the ball.”

“I’ll go with you,” Kayla said, chugging the beer she’d been nursing for the past hour.  “It’s late and I’m beat.  Let me tell Laura.”

She approached Laura and Brandon, explaining that she and Joy were ready to leave.  Laura’s brown irises darted between Brandon’s and Kayla’s until she eventually said, “I think I’m going to stay for another hour.  See you on Wednesday for happy hour, right?”

The Wednesday before Thanksgiving was a buzzing night in Manhattan and the three of them always went out for drinks to usher in the holidays.  “Sure thing.  Have fun.  Night, Brandon.”

“Night,” he said, cordial and smiling.  Thrilled Laura was digging him, she gave him a hug.  “She’s great,” she whispered in his ear.  “Make sure she gets home safely.”

He gave her a squeeze with his arm around her waist, and she and Joy hopped in a rideshare home.  Walking up the stairs, Kayla reminded herself to go slowly.  Not because she cared if Carter would make an appearance in the hallway—he was most likely banging some chick who was half her size and a foot taller.  No, she just didn’t want to exert herself.  She was a bit tipsy and didn’t need to fall down the stairs in her boots.

As she neared the third floor, Carter’s door opened and he stood in the doorway, arms crossed over his bare chest, eyebrow arched.  He looked like a Greek statue, lean and perfect.

“Can I help you?” she asked, hating that she was slightly panting.  From the stairs, of course.  Not from his presence.

“You’re wearing the sexy boots,” he said, grinning.  “The ones that make the clinks on the stairs.  I’d know that sound anywhere.”

Kayla looked down at her black, knee-high boots.  They had two-inch heels and were probably the sexiest pair of shoes she’d ever owned.  Interested that he’d noticed them, and not just on this occasion, she extended her leg, grabbing the zipper at the top.

“They remind me of Pretty Woman, where Julia Roberts does this sexy zip thing down her whole leg when she’s wearing them.”

His lips quirked.  “Show me.”

Understanding that she was now powered by champagne and beer, she giggled and showed a rare confidence.  Slowly, she unzipped the boot, sliding the zipper down until the black faux leather flaps hung around her ankles.

“Damn, Summers, that was hot.  Do the other one.”

Eyes narrowing, she asked, “Don’t you have a lady waiting inside who can unzip unlimited pieces of clothing to your heart’s content?”

He shook his head, his brown irises simmering into hers.  “I took the night off.  It’s been a long week and I didn’t want any distractions.  Until you showed up in those sexy-as-hell boots.  Do the other one.”

The command unlocked something in her and she grinned.  Latching onto the other zipper, she slowly lowered it until the black material fell to the ground.  Realizing that she was now just standing in unzipped boots, she lowered and slid them off her feet.  Gathering them in one hand, she straightened.  “Well, was it everything you hoped for?”

“And more,” he said, his grin so suggestive she thought it might melt her panties off.  “The best part was when you bent over to grab them.  I could almost see your nipples.  Your breasts are gorgeous, Kayla.  Damn.”  Straightening, he gave her a salute.  “Night.”  Backing inside, the door closed behind him.

Kayla stood dumbstruck, attempting to process what had just happened.  Had Carter hit on her?  And had she inadvertently put on a strip show for him, even if it was rather benign?  Snickering, she realized that was exactly what had happened.  And, hell, it had been fun.  Entering her apartment, she took her time getting ready for bed, Carter’s words lingering in her thoughts.  When she lay down to sleep, she slid her hands over her breasts, cupping and squeezing tenderly.

“Carter said my boobs were hot.”  Giggling, she admitted he was the hottest guy who’d ever complimented her.  Reveling in his words, she rolled over and drifted to sleep.
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Chapter 6

[image: image]


Carter’s work and audition schedule was a bit light Thanksgiving week, understandably, so he tasked himself with cleaning and organizing his apartment.  By Wednesday, he was a bit restless and decided he needed to get out of the house.  Some of his friends had already left for the holiday, and he hadn’t had time to find a new hook up after the disaster with Rhonda, so he was left alone in his apartment with no plans.

Reaching for his phone, he texted Kayla.

Carter:  Hey, Summers.  What’s going on tonight?  Want to grab a drink before we put on the show of the century tomorrow?

The text bubble appeared as she typed.

Kayla:  I’m actually heading out with my friends.  The hot ones.  We have Thanksgiving Eve drinks every year.

Disappointment surged through him and he realized he’d been looking forward to hanging with her.  Ever since she’d leaned over and given him an eyeful of her gorgeous breasts the other night, his thoughts had drifted to her more than he wanted to admit.

Carter:  Is it a chicks-only thing?  I can come and be a wingman, but don’t want to intrude.

The screen was blank, making him wonder if he appeared desperate.  Hell, Carter, what are you doing?  You’re now begging chicks to hang with them?  Pushing away the thoughts, he read the text that appeared on the screen.

Kayla:  I texted the girls and they said it’s fine if you come.  I think they secretly want to grill you about our little plan anyway.  Seven p.m. at Rudy’s.  I have a few things to finish up but I can meet you at 6:45 in the hallway if you want to walk together.  We’ll need to swing by and meet Joy on the way.

Carter:  Perfect.  I’ll do my best to be a dutiful wingman.  See u at 6:45.

She responded with a thumb’s up emoji.

The phone read five-thirty, so he had some time to shower and watch basketball before he needed to meet Kayla.  Heading to his bedroom, he sat on the bed, intent on folding the laundry that had been in the basket since Monday.  Setting the bin beside him, he began matching up all his socks.

Suddenly, his ears perked as he heard a muffled vibrating sound.  Eyes narrowing, his irises darted between the four walls of the room.  Where was it coming from?  Slowly rising, he walked toward the wall that connected with Kayla’s apartment.  Aligning his ear with the wall, he listened.

Small, feminine moans reverberated through the wall as the vibrating sound maintained a steady hum.  Carter struggled to make out the words, but he was sure he heard an ‘Oh, god” and a “fuck, yes!” spattered amongst the groans.  Holy shit!  Kayla was getting herself off—with the help of a fully powered vibrator.  Damn, it was hot as hell.  Desire shot straight to his shaft and he emitted a soft groan.

Reaching his hand into his pants, he grabbed his cock, stroking it as he listened through the wall.  The pulsations seemed to intensify, causing him to wonder how many settings the contraption had.  He’d rarely used sex toys with partners, and certainly was no expert.  Kayla’s sultry mewls seemed to shoot straight to his dick, and he closed his eyes, gritting his teeth.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if he was being a perv, but imagining her lying naked with those gorgeous breasts jutting around her chest as she held the pulsing toy to her clit was too much for him to resist.  He was only human and the situation was insanely hot.

As his balls tightened, he realized he was going to shoot his load right into his shorts.  Hell, they needed to be washed anyway.  Lowering his forehead to the wall, he listened to Kayla moan.

“Oh, god, I’m coming,” her sweet voice purred through the wall.

Softly groaning her name, the word a plea on his lips, he began spurting into his shorts.  Breathing ragged breaths, he emptied himself as she gave a sultry mewl.  Pushing away from the wall, he tossed his shorts and t-shirt in the hamper and entered the shower, unable to control his smile.

Man, that was something.  How often did she get herself off like that?  Wishing he could join her next time, he told himself to slow down.  He’d been thinking a lot about his neighbor ever since their agreement and that wasn’t like him.  No, Carter usually never focused on one woman, instead wishing to play the field.  Why tie yourself to one person when there were so many beautiful women in Manhattan?

But Kayla is different.  The sentiment flitted through his mind before he could stop it.  As he dressed, he pondered the words, realizing they were true.  She was different.  She was funny and sexy and obviously smart since she was an attorney.  Hell, he’d barely finished his bachelor’s degree before moving to Manhattan to make it as an actor.  Honestly, Kayla was a catch.  Any man would be lucky to have her as his partner.

Shaking his head, he tried to rid it of the madness.  The last thing he needed was a partner.  No, they were friends who had a common purpose and, after the holidays, they would return to their normal lives where they barely saw each other except for random drive-bys in the hallway.

You can not sleep with your neighbor, Carter.  Repeating the mantra, he dressed in jeans and a light sweater.  Sleeping with Kayla would be a disaster.  She was the kind of girl you...well, you took home to mom.  Not the kind of girl you banged and sent on her way.  He liked her and had no desire to make things weird between them.  Sex would certainly muddle the easy rapport they’d seemed to build over the past week, and he didn’t want to ruin their friendship.

Telling himself he was just horny since he hadn’t gotten laid in a few days, he chalked the musings up to his overused and undersexed mind.  Hearing a rap on his door, he opened it, finding a smiling Kayla on the other side.  Her lips were plump with red lipstick and her cheeks were flushed, probably from her recent shower...or something else.

“Hey,” she said, smiling.  “Ready to go?”

Carter’s heart sank to his knees as he realized the truth.  He was in over his head.
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Chapter 7
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Kayla noticed Carter was being quieter than usual as they strolled down the Manhattan sidewalk.  Glancing up at him, she asked, “Is everything okay?  You’ve barely said two words.”

“Fine,” he said, flashing her one of his gorgeous smiles.  “Just thinking about tomorrow.  I’m pretty sure Mom’s going to break the news to us.”

“Sorry,” she said, slipping her hand into his and squeezing.  “I’ll be there if you need me.  You can talk to me, Carter.”

He squeezed back.  “Thanks.”  They continued walking, neither one releasing their grip.  It felt comfortable to Kayla and she told herself not to analyze it.  He was going through a huge emotional journey and the least she could do was hold his hand in support.

Eventually, they reached Joy’s apartment and she fluttered down the steps.  “Hey, guys,” she said, her eyes darting to their joined hands.

“Hey,” Kayla said, pulling her grip from Carter’s and embracing Joy.  “Happy almost Thanksgiving.”

“Happy holidays, Carter,” Joy said.  “Haven’t seen you in the hallway lately when I come to visit Kayla.  You’re slacking.  We need at least two shirtless runs to the garbage chute per day to meet the quota.”

Carter laughed.  “I’ll strive to do better.”

“You do that,” she said, giving him a wink.

They continued to the bar, where Laura was waiting outside.

“You two already look like a couple,” she said, embracing everyone as she placed an excited kiss on their cheeks.  “This fake relationship looks good on you, Kayla.”

Embarrassment flooded her cheeks and she tamped down the urge to strangle her friend.  “Be careful using the word ‘relationship’ around Carter,” Kayla joked.  “It causes him to break out in hives.”

He lifted his finger in the air.  “That is usually true, but with you, it doesn’t seem so bad, Summers.”

An awkward silence passed between the four of them as Kayla processed his words.  “Well, I need a drink,” Laura said.

Thank goodness.  Her friend had diverted that ridiculously intense situation.  Strolling inside, they shed their coats and ordered a round.

Two hours later, they were on the way to being happily drunk, Kayla smiling as Joy sang along to the country song on the jukebox.

“Yikes,” Carter said, leaning down to speak in Kayla’s ear.  “Who played country?  I’m not a fan.”

Kayla almost shivered from his warm breath against her neck.  “Joy loves it for some reason.  Don’t ask me,” she said, holding up her hands.  “I’m lost as to why.”

Carter smiled, lifting his finger and brushing away a strand of hair that had gotten stuck in Kayla’s lipstick.  The smooth swipe of his skin against hers sent jolts through her body.  “Thanks.  I rarely wear lipstick.  Usually, it’s just gloss.  My hair’s always getting in the way.”

“It looks good on you.  I like the deep red.”

“Thanks,” she uttered, taking a sip of her beer.  Feeling warm from his proximity, she cleared her throat.  “We need to leave at eleven tomorrow morning, right?”

“Yep,” he said, nodding.  “I’m picking up the Zipcar at nine and then I’ll be ready.”

“Sweet,” she said.  “Thanks for making the reservation.  I’ll just Venmo you half.”

He nodded, smiling at her as his eyes darted over her face.

“What?” she asked, squishing her features together.  “Do I have something on my face?”

He laughed and shook his head.  “You’re just pretty cool, Summers.  I’m glad we’re spending the holidays together.”

Her heart slammed in her chest at the reverent words.  Although he probably was just trying to be nice, the sentiment drilled deep into her heart.  “You’re okay too,” she said, beaming back at him, trying to retain aloofness.  She’d sworn to Laura and Joy that her heart wasn’t at risk and she’d do well to remember that.  Carter was being nice to her because they had a deal.  That was all.

They drank a few more rounds before exhaustion set in.  “I’ve got to go home, guys,” Kayla said, yawning.  “I’m beat.”  They all hugged, wishing each other happy Thanksgiving, and her friends informed her they were having one more beer.  She shot them an accusatory glare, indicating that she was on to their scheme to have Carter walk her home alone, but they both just stared innocently back at her.  Shrugging on her coat, she stepped into
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